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“Acute insights . . . Smith’s examination of a profound teaching is thought-provoking.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Smith successfully approaches the Buddhist doctrine of anatta (no-self), which is a concept that is most difficult at the best of times.”

—The Middle Way: Journal of the Buddhist Society

“Every so often a book appears that revitalizes our understanding of who we are and what our lives are about. Stepping Out of Self-Deception is such a book. A wonderfully fresh and beautifully written investigation of the path of awakening, it also challenges many of our assumptions along the way.”

—Joseph Goldstein, author of One Dharma and Insight Meditation: The Practice of Freedom

“The Buddhist doctrine of anatta (no-self) seems quite counterintuitive to the Western mind: we may not be sure of much, but aren't we sure we are here? Descartes says as much. Rodney Smith succeeds masterfully in laying bare the self/non-self doctrine and its many insidious misunderstandings that more often than not result in our using spiritual practice to reinforce the very pain we hoped it would liberate us from. He makes it clear that the Buddhist goal is not self-improvement or self-elimination but rather the radical recognition that we have never been isolated, we have always belonged. I am deeply moved by this intelligent, practical, and challenging look at the Buddhist path for our time and place.”

—Zoketsu Norman Fischer, author of Sailing Home and Taking Our Places: The Buddhist Path to Truly Growing Up

“I found this book extremely clear and helpful. Rodney is able to explain concepts that are generally hard to comprehend, and make them readily accessible. His words are written from the heart, which is where this book resonates.”

—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Faith: Trusting Your Own Deepest Experience

“Rodney Smith humanizes the Buddhist path. He probes ‘no-self’ but in so doing reveals himself to be honest, humble, and wise. His writing makes this most elusive concept come alive.”

—Mark Epstein, MD, author of Thoughts without a Thinker and Going to Pieces without Falling Apart

“Rodney Smith’s terrific new book will help us step out of the vicious cycle of self-deception and into the illumined realm of self-knowledge and spiritual realization. His deep, long term of Buddhist practice and liberating wisdom combined with a vocation of service work in the field of death and dying has perfectly equipped him to bring together here the best of East and West in elucidating how we ourselves can explore and penetrate the inner dynamics of identity and self, no-self, transpersonal being, and discover the complete being of our innate Buddhaness, the radiant Buddha-nature.”

—Lama Surya Das, author of The Mind Is Mightier Than the Sword and Awakening the Buddha Within

“I found this work affecting from beginning to end. Chapter after chapter of thoughtful, intelligent counsel encourages us to be curious in the face of what has always before been daunting.”

—Inquiring Mind

ABOUT THE BOOK

Anatta is the Buddhist teaching on the nonexistence of a permanent, independent self. It’s a notoriously puzzling and elusive concept, usually leading to such questions as, “If I don’t have a self, who’s reading this sentence?” It’s not that there’s no self there, says Rodney Smith. It’s just that the self that is reading this sentence is a configuration of elements that at one time did not exist and which at some point in the future will disperse. Even in its present existence, it’s more a temporary arrangement of components rather than something solid. Anatta is a truth the Buddha considered to be absolutely essential to his teaching. Smith shows that understanding this truth can change the way you relate to the world, and that the perspective of selflessness is critically important for anyone involved in spiritual practice. Seeing it can be the key to getting past the idea that spirituality has something to do with self-improvement, and to accessing the joy of deep insight into reality.
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There is no such thing as spiritual practice except stepping out of self-deception and stopping our struggle to get hold of spiritual states. Just give that up, other than that there is no spirituality.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA RINPOCHE, The Myth of Freedom
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Foreword

Every so often a book appears that revitalizes our understanding of who we are and what our life is about. Stepping Out of Self-Deception is such a book. A wonderfully fresh and beautifully written investigation of the path of awakening, it also challenges many of our assumptions along the way.

I have known Rodney Smith for many years, and he might best be described as a Buddhist revolutionary. Not content with formulaic expressions of the teachings, he has delved into the heart of awakening, finding that freedom in the midst of our everyday life. His passion for being awake . . . now . . . is evident on every page of this remarkable book. He draws on his own rich life-experience—as a Buddhist monk in Thailand and India, a longtime director of hospice, a loving and engaged partner in marriage, and a teacher for many years—as a way of understanding what works to free the mind.

Stepping out of self-deception is about stepping out of self, not only in our worldly interactions, but perhaps even more importantly, in our spiritual aspirations. Rodney’s teachings are a mirror for our mind, pointing with unmistakable clarity to where we get caught in the delusion of self and to the ever-present possibility of wakefulness. This engaging and heartfelt book is not about living a bit more comfortably or smoothing out some of our psychological rough edges, although these may happen as well. It is about the vital immediacy of the moment, free of self-deception, awake to the wonders such freedom brings.

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN

Barre, Massachusetts

September 2009
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Introduction

Over the last half-century, Buddhist practices in the West have grown in popularity. Mindfulness has become associated with stress reduction, enhanced immunological protection, psychological well-being, and profound states of happiness. In many cases, mindfulness has been uncoupled from the Buddha’s teaching altogether, and is a stand-alone cognitive therapy for the treatment of various mental difficulties from depression to obsessive-compulsive disorder.

The term anatta, which means no permanently abiding self or soul, is at the heart of the Buddha’s teaching, but with our Western emphasis on psychological health it is perhaps inevitable that this essential aspect of the teaching is downplayed or even avoided. Emptiness, after all, stands in opposition to many of our most important values such as self-reliance, individual initiative, and the pursuit of pleasure. We want the contentment and happiness promised by the Buddha, but with “me” fully stabilized and intact.

This selective approach to Buddhism would seem to allow the best of both the Eastern and Western worlds. We can use the techniques and practices that serve our immediate purpose without asking the deeper spiritual questions concerning our very existence. Best of all the methods work, and the benefits of greater mindfulness dramatically affect both our mental health and the ease of our life.

The story would end happily here, except that there is a rub when we pare back the Dharma (the Buddha’s teaching). Externally we see the earth’s environment eroding before our eyes, the population soaring, and our natural resources diminishing. We see unparalleled greed and anger forming greater divisions within an ever-shrinking planet. At a time when the world pleads for kindness and compassion, we see cultures continuing their ancient bickering while forgetting their commonly shared heritage.

Internally our problems continue as well. We hurt and we do not understand why. Fear, desire, and grief fill our life. Our psychological sophistication should solve our problems, but therapies and self-improvement methods do not seem to diminish our isolation and separation. We would like to feel compassion for all beings, but our own problems are so demanding that we have little time to include others in our heart. We try to compensate for these shortcomings with more socially engaged activities, but find that our motivation is often based in righteousness, which further divides the world.

Through all our techniques and procedures, the sense-of-I remains the cornerstone of our existence. When we look at our experience we appear to be the center of the universe. All experiences seem to confirm our central place in life, and every input is interpreted through the lens of self. We hear about the corrupted power of the ego, but seem unable to shake off this ever-present sense-of-me. Its authority seems absolute and most of us eventually acquiesce to its rule, and we engage our Dharma practice carrying the sense-of-me along within our spiritual development.

Many of us incorporate a gentler and kinder spiritual “me” into our practice, which is in opposition to the worldly “me,” the troublemaking twin that needs a resolution. We then play the familiar theme of divide and conquer, pitting our spiritual ideals against our worldly reactions. Eventually we see that calling the ego different names serves to strengthen its overall grip and control, which inevitably leads to greater pain and ill will.

Some of us pursue the path of wisdom to weaken the ego’s influence and have genuine insights into the ego’s insubstantiality, but we may return from those revelations with the power and force of “me” very much intact. The ego has a way of claiming reference to its own demise by saying, “Oh, I just had an experience of my own emptiness.” No matter what we do, no matter how many revelations we have regarding our true nature, we still seem to organize the world around the basic premise that “I” am in here looking out at everything else.

At some point the sincere Dharma practitioner realizes that as long as the “I” is the governing force behind thoughts and emotions, then our internal world will be filled with abstract arguments, and the external world laden with conflict and struggle. We begin to further understand that the cause of our suffering is not what we do but the way we perceive, and until this obstacle is addressed all actions of body, speech, and mind will predictably reinforce our old perceptions of self and other, problem and solution, and limitation and freedom.

Spiritual practice is stepping out of the assumed reality of “me” by understanding what the “me” is and withdrawing energy from its perceptual fixations. The Buddha made the realization and integration of anatta central to his teaching. We are without separate existence; that is a fact. When we align all our practices and efforts with this fact, the spiritual path becomes quite simple and transforms everything we do. All the monasteries, renunciations, restraints, skillful means, the full-lotus posture, and nose-tip awareness, all of it, has only this intended purpose. An essential point will be stated many times in different ways throughout this book, and this is that we must be very careful not to carry the assumption of separation within the practices that have the intended purpose of stepping out of self-deception. If we do, we will be reinforcing our egoic conditioning and move in the opposite direction of the freedom of the Buddha.

Much of my early practice carried this contradiction. My heart genuinely sought the truth, but I conceived of freedom as a very long and arduous process that needed focused determination and hard work. My efforts were directed toward surmounting myself. “I” was the problem and “I” would apply effort toward resolving the difficulty of “me.” Often my teachers spoke of lifetimes necessary to achieve awakening and the long cultivation of mental qualities that freedom depended on. I thought of freedom as something I was working toward but that was not accessible now.

After a few years of strenuous retreating, I ordained as a Buddhist monk and went on a pilgrimage to Bombay, India, in January 1980 to visit the renowned sage Nisargadatta Maharaj. I was introduced to him years earlier through his book I Am That. After a few days of bantering back and forth about my attachment to being a monk, he said, “You are like a man holding a flashlight, trying to run beyond its beam. The view you are holding within the methods you are using is undermining your intent.” “You don’t understand Buddhism,” I retorted. “You do not understand the truth,” he replied.

I was righteous, but he was right, and his message stuck. I sat in front of him representing my Buddhist tradition, defending my meditation history, and asserting my spiritual direction. He was pointing somewhere I had not been, nor was prone to look. It was as if we were speaking different languages. As the days unfolded I lost my arrogance and my identification with the Buddhist robes, leaving me naked and exposed. During one of our sessions a shift occurred, and the groundlessness on which he stood was seen. It changed forever my understanding of Buddhism, and the possibilities of the teaching reached far beyond the limited horizon I had previously set.

By directly pointing to the truth, Nisargadatta destroyed my spiritual structure, purpose, and frame of reference. In their absence, something awoke with an upsurge of energy that seemed impossible to contain. It exploded out with the revelation of where the Buddha was pointing. The path that Nisargadatta revealed was not a search but a find, not a struggle but an abiding, not a cultivation but something intrinsic to all. I had been committed to the long-enduring mind of practice but not the essence, not the inherent freedom immediately available. From this vantage point there seemed far too much methodology in the Buddhism I had been practicing and not enough release.

The Buddha’s Eightfold Path can either build upon or dismantle the sense-of-self, depending upon how we use it. When aligned within its proper orientation, the path appears like a perfectly formed diamond, each link complementing the beauty of the whole. After my meeting with Nisargadatta, the Buddha’s teaching became breathtaking in its simplicity and elegance. The entire path was, and had always been, accessible. Prolonged retreats in silence or conversations over dinner had the same reference point. Nothing was ever at odds with its opposite. Every practice and action had its place and appropriate time, but never contradicted nor enhanced what was already here. Everything was perfectly together, and every movement arose from that perfection.

This was the beginning of my understanding of lay Buddhism. A lay Buddhist is one who fully embodies his or her entire life of work, family, and relationships without spiritually prioritizing any activity. From this perspective all moments are equally precious, and whether we are practicing formal meditation on retreat or showing up for ordinary moments of our lay life, freedom is never diminished. The unequivocal resolve not to move away from where we are is essential. Once we abandon the belief that there is a more spiritually useful moment than the one we are in, we have embraced our life and infused it with the energy for awakening.

I believe it is healthy to dust off Buddhism from time to time, to ask contemporary questions and see how it responds. To be relevant it must be alive to the times, and be flexible within its durable truths to answer our current expression of pain and meet the existing conditions of its practitioners. Though I have spent years directly experiencing the teachings of the Buddha, I am not a Buddhist scholar nor inclined toward a refined discrimination between one philosophical point and another. I do not limit my words or ideas to “Only what the Buddha says,” as if the Buddhist tradition can hold only one interpretation of ideas. This book is written as a pragmatic guide for the practitioner who is more interested in the freedom contained within the Buddha’s message than ideological purity.

We only lose sight of unity; it never leaves us. This book is about restoring our perspective and integrating anatta into our life. As I was leaving my home monastery Wat Suan Mok for the last time in 1983, my teacher Ajahn Buddhadassa said to me, “Teach anatta and don’t be afraid to shake people.”
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Aligned with Awakening

Come to the root of the root of yourself.

—RUMI

WHAT DO WE want from our spiritual practice, and how do we define the destination? Are we using the right methods and techniques to align us with the desired result? Many of us are so eager to get started and feel the much-publicized benefits of mindfulness that we miss asking these deeper questions. Yet the direction we set and the means we use to get there will fundamentally guide our practice from beginning to end.

Upon first sitting down to contemplate our spiritual purpose and direction, it becomes apparent that thoughts intrude immediately on whatever we are doing and interrupt the quiet we assumed was so accessible. How we frame our final destination and purpose will immediately affect how we work with these thoughts. For example, if we are looking for peace of mind, we will assume these thoughts are in opposition to the tranquility we seek, and we will look for peace in a mind that is free of thinking. But if our destination is to understand what the mind is and who we are within it, then we will want to observe the nature of thought, what it is, and how it drives us. As we press forward we also discover that the more effort we apply to eliminating our thoughts, the more thoughts arise from that effort, and conversely the more we attempt to observe our thoughts and understand the mind, the quieter our mind becomes.

As we learn about the nature of mind, our destination and purpose must be amenable to change. As the above example shows, we may start out in one direction but alter our course as the principles that govern the mind are observed. These principles are very different than the standards we normally operate under in our daily life, and if we stubbornly persist in seeking only our desired result, we will grow frustrated in that effort. As each obstacle arises in our practice, we must first back up and understand the laws that govern that obstruction before we can move forward with our search. Eventually we realize that backing up is the way forward.

We cannot heartlessly approach the mind like we would many worldly tasks, because the way we enter and the methodology we use has its own effect upon what we seek. Entering the mind is first and foremost a mission of discovery, and discovery requires sensitivity, awareness, discernment, and a general interest in the dynamics of the mind. If we can first understand the laws that govern the mind and who we are within all of the mind’s commentary, perhaps the path to our goal will become apparent.

At every mental crossroad there are potential deceptions that can confuse and confound our progress, and our spiritual journey must guide us through this minefield of mental traps and trip wires to make sense of this trickery. This journey requires us to pack lightly, tread gently, and be extraordinarily alert as we enter the chamber of our mind. Like a miner, we strap the light of our attention onto our helmet and plunge into the dark of our consciousness, leaving our opinions aside and looking freshly at every experience.

The first question we pose is whether it is possible to observe the mind without thinking about what we see, to somehow park ourselves in a neutral location where we can silently observe with the impartiality that is needed. We cannot understand what something really is unless we see it free of the contaminating history contained within our thoughts, and the mind is no exception. To answer this question and begin to understand the deceptions that await us, we must look deeply into the nature of mind and the person who observes.

DECEPTIONS OF THE MIND

The thinking mind is not our enemy and is in fact a vital organ for functioning in the world, but its power is overextended and misused. Look around, and we immediately see the value of thought by the many inventions and conveniences it has brought to the modern world. The mind is a miraculous and essential tool for navigating life, and through much of our evolution it has also been the perfect organ for assuring our security. When the mind perceived a lion approaching, it differentiated the lion from a tree and initiated a set of actions to move toward one and away from the other.

The problem is that we have internalized this fight-or-flight strategy and see lions where there are none. We have backed away from life by forming a series of mental boundaries to protect us from internal and external beasts of prey. These boundaries are self-imposed and created by thought because the mind still assumes there is a threat to the organism. One of these boundaries is constructed between the organism and the external environment, another separates our body from our mind, and yet another forms a demarcation within the mind, separating the “image-of-me” from mental qualities we refuse to identify with our image. All of these are imaginary, but we have painted ourselves into a corner of our mind, and we feel the stress and tension associated with maintaining those partitions.

Thought has taken over our life, and it is useful to understand how this has happened. If we start with the raw material on which the mind is built, we see our senses are the data we use for discerning, reasoning, and ultimately acting upon the world. The mind is where these senses merge, and it organizes the data in understandable bits, using memory as the template for recognition and orientation. We proceed forward by knowing what has already occurred in the past. Knowing is the mind’s form of security, and it advances only under the assurance of its history. This knowing confines us to a fixed relationship with objects, which obscures the sacred, as we will see in later chapters.

Although it is a biological necessity for our mind to separate the organism from the environment, this is not the truth. The truth is that all things are conjoined in ways that the mind is incapable of perceiving, and we therefore cannot use the mind as an indication of what is ultimately true. It responds in accordance with how it organizes the data, and therefore thinks in terms of separation. Secondly, since the mind is only part of the truth of all things, it is incapable of perceiving that truth through the sense doors. The mind uses the senses to externalize objects, and therefore it perceives “God” as external to oneself. We cannot be the truth and perceive the truth in the same moment.

The inevitable fallout from this mental reorganization of reality is the belief in a separate self, which is formed through this restructuring principle, and leads the subject to believe that reality is external to itself. Once “we” have been established, we start arranging the data to suit our desires and fears, and then act upon reality as if it could be aligned with our needs and wants. That is when all hell breaks loose, because reality is not divided, and acting upon reality as if we were separate creates the pain and suffering of the world.

The fundamental principle we must remember when traversing a spiritual path is that “we” do not “have” a mind. The mind has created the sense of you and me from the way it perceives reality. The truth is the mind holds “us” within it. “We” are not the possessor of a mind, and the mind is not something happening to us as if we were outside looking in. “We” are a part of the mental processing of the mind. The thoughts of the mind and the sense-of-I are not two separate events. “We” exist only because the mind thinks us into creation.

A very important corollary to this truth has immense implications for our spiritual practice. As an experience is being received by the mind through the sense doors, the “I” reacts to the input and struggles with it. Since the sense-of-I is just thought, emotion, and mental phenomena, the effort to get control over an experience is the “I” of the mind fighting against the interpretation it has given the data. Every act of volition, including all effort, control, avoidance, denial, and resistance, is an internal reaction against the meaning the mind has invested in the experience. If the mind sides with its reaction against its interpretation, it forces that experience outside itself, as something that is happening to it. The more the mind tries to restore balance through force of will, the more irreconcilable the rift between its reaction and the meaning it has applied—between “me” and the world outside. It thinks itself separate and divides itself from the world by struggling internally with its own processes.

If we think we are either separate from the experience or separate from the mind having the experience, our efforts will exacerbate the division between “the world” and “myself.” It is at this juncture that two distinct styles of spiritual practice evolve. When we think we are outside the mind that is having a difficult experience, we will work to resolve the issue by applying effort and pressure to correct the problem from the outside in. We will behave as if the sense-of-self were separate from the mind that is having the difficulty. We will in fact be further dividing the mind into separate and competing terrains, assuring that the root issue of an isolated and separate sense-of-me will continue. When this perspective is believed and acted upon, everything else in our life will carry this viewpoint, and division will fundamentally define all situations.

In this same vein, the spiritual journey carries this paradox from beginning to end. We start with the divided mind, which is the organizer and controller of the quest, and which simultaneously creates the suffering it is trying to overcome. Like a skillful magician, the divided mind uses sleight of hand to make it appear the journey is unfolding successfully, while keeping the real spiritual obstacle of self-deception in place. The mind is tenacious and persistent in using the very problem of duality as the spiritual solution for unity.

Using this fundamental principle, we can also discern that a wise orientation to spiritual practice is to allow the mind to be undivided. Since the mind is whole when left alone, ultimately the only work needed from “us” is to stop taking sides. In the absence of our commentary, one part of the mind is no longer pitted against the other, and when it is whole, the mind cannot suffer. Without resistance and the obscuration caused by the combative relationships of the two hemispheres, a new dimension becomes accessible. Nonresistance also ends the dominion of “I,” since the “I” is built upon this contentiousness. Once the mind becomes whole through ceasing its internal argument, the sense-of-self, the mind, and all external objects implode into an indivisible union. A whole mind encompasses all things and is indistinguishable from them. This is the end of suffering, and ultimately this is the freedom promised by the Buddha’s teaching. A similar vein runs through Christianity when Jesus says, “Be whole as your Father in Heaven is whole.”1

This principle of the undivided mind is fundamental to a new shift in understanding, and it impacts everything within our spiritual practice. If the mind is to work in a wise direction and we are to see through the fiction of duality, then the entire spiritual path needs to be organized around this truth from the beginning to the end. If the mind works in an unwise direction, with the imagined sense-of-I being outside the mind and claiming ownership of the mind, then our efforts will simply reinforce the untrue perceptions of separation created by the mind.

When we consider the undivided mind in light of our practice, we see immediately how it defines everything we do. The principle of the undivided mind implies that opposing the mind is futile, and nothing can be excluded or avoided. The more we try to avoid an experience, the more we ensure its return. We cannot decide what will be in the mind and what will not. All we can do is drop all restrictions and welcome all conditions and experiences. If there is any commentary or leaning into or away from any experience, the sense-of-self will reestablish its partisanship, and the mind will be divided between what is and what it wants.

We cannot leave any part of us behind. We have to take the whole of the mind, or we get a splintered consciousness that will endlessly attempt to work its way out of division by means of further subdivision. Furthermore, we cannot bring ourselves along in the process because to do so is to maintain the idea that we are different from the observed mind. And finally, we cannot strategize our way to freedom. Freedom is not of our making. We have to surrender control to forces other than our own.

These are not just feel-good principles or strategies for practice. This is basing our practice and our life on the truth of our being. Truth is given a channel to emerge when our practice is aligned within its principles, and freedom can only arise when all our energies are in accordance with that end. These principles are derived from an awakened dimension, and to enter that dimension often means living within its rules prior to awakening to its truths.

All of this will be dealt with in much further detail in later chapters, but this important point needs to be underlined. If the freedom of the Buddha is the intention of our spiritual practice, that freedom is dependent upon whether we are in alignment with the truth of our nature in body, speech, and mind at every step along the way. As Nisargadatta Maharaj said to me in 1980, “If you keep trying to find the Buddha through your individual effort, he will recede further and further away.”

REALIZING THE POTENTIAL OF LAY LIFE

There are three ways that lay Buddhism is inhibited. The first is the belief that monasticism and long retreats are the only way to realize one’s true nature. The monasteries in Asia have long served as the central training ground for aspiring Buddhist practitioners, and because of this strong history within a monastic tradition, much of Buddhism is derived from that formal culture. Now as the Buddhist tradition comes to the West, monasteries play a diminishing role in the training and teaching of Buddhism, and in their place silent residential retreat centers have formed as substitute monasteries. The lay Western Buddhist often undertakes intensive training during residential retreats, which last from a few days to several months, much as their predecessors did within monasteries in previous centuries. All of this has given rise to an emphasis on a silent, secluded life as being central to Buddhist training.

For a few people, a full lifetime as a monastic or living many years on retreat is a wise direction. Each of us has a unique spiritual design that pulls us toward freedom. The problem arises when we listen to others for our direction, or we think we “should” do something because others have done it in the past. Spiritual growth is a fine-tuning of our ear to the needs of our heart.

What obscures this understanding in many of us is the belief that silent retreating is a priority over other expressions of life. When we believe we are not where we need to be for spiritual growth, we relegate our daily life to a secondary tier. We energetically pull out of our spiritual life and wait for the appropriate secluded moment in order to fully engage. Leaning toward or away from any experience creates an anticipation of fulfillment in the future, and the sacred that exists here and now is lost. Discovering the sacred within all moments is the hallmark of awakening.

We often feel our everyday existence is a distraction from our spiritual intention. When this happens, life is divided between the sacred and mundane, and the mind pits one concept against the other. As we shall see in the next chapter, belief shapes reality, and if the belief is maintained that the sacred lies somewhere else other than Now, our spiritual life will be governed by that limitation. The truth is the sense-of-self is not separate from the moment in which it is arising, any more than the sense-of-self is outside the mind that it thinks it possesses. In fact, realizing the undivided mind also heals the dualistic notion of “me” being outside the moment.

We cannot delay fully embracing the moment. To do so maintains the divisions within the mind, the division between the mind and the body, and the division between the organism and its environment. All divisions are attempts to keep us from the truth of what is right here. When this is understood by the sincere practitioner, there can be no more hesitation, no more postponement, and no more pulling back and waiting for a more opportune time. It is literally now or never.

Breaking this hesitation allows psychic energy to flow into the moment, and transforms our ordinary existence into the sacred. Suddenly the Buddha is found in the middle of relationships, work, and family, within all activities, reactions, thoughts, and emotional responses. Nothing is outside Now because no boundary is drawn to separate Now from then. The message of the Buddha is equally relevant in all locations and at all times. Until this is fully realized and until there is no movement to escape this environment for a better spiritual setting, we will continue to suffer.

The second way that lay Buddhism is inhibited is through misunderstanding the teaching of the long-enduring mind. Buddhism is full of metaphors of time that disarm us. “You have cried more tears than the waters of the great oceans,” says the Buddha, speaking of our endless lifetimes in terms of inconceivable numbers.

I have heard some students express hopelessness with these numbers. They interpret the metaphors to mean that it takes endless reincarnations to achieve freedom. I believe the Buddha uses these analogies to point toward patience. The numbers he uses are so vast that he seems to be taking time away, but he certainly is not discouraging our efforts. When time is removed, so is the future expectation of what and when something might occur. Anticipation is actually counterproductive to the practice because by waiting to be fulfilled in the future, we drift away from what is immediately present.

Perhaps the Buddha’s use of time is also an attempt to motivate us out of complacency. Through these analogies he seems to be pointing out that if we do nothing, nothing will change, and we will spend endless lifetimes lost in our divided mind. These examples are a call toward urgency, but urgency moderated with patience. Patience is essential on the spiritual path, but delay is not. Patience invites the timeless back in, and practicing becomes a waking game, not a waiting game, because patience is the state of full wakefulness.

The most important understanding for a lay Buddhist is the immediate availability of awakening. Awakening need not arrive after a long, protracted practice history unless we believe that this is necessary. We deliberately delay our readiness because we are divided about what we really want. We practice until we are tired of preparing for what has always existed here and now, then we become quiet and surrender.

The question of readiness is really a question of intentionality. Do we want this or not? If we do, we have to look squarely at our competing interests. We can use our time most skillfully by observing the value and limitation of our opposing desires. A fully engaged lay-life allows continuous feedback regarding those interests. Most of us indulge our desires rather than learn about their limitations, but that learning opportunity is always present. Again it is the sincerity of the student that will determine whether her life is a hindrance or a support to her spiritual growth.

A third way we can inhibit a lay approach to spiritual fulfillment is by investing the sacred within particular practices and conditions. When I was younger, I followed the example of an experiment once performed by Krishnamurti and placed a rock that held no special significance on my mantel and bowed to it each day. I did this deliberately to see whether I could infuse a unique quality into something completely ordinary, simply by incorporating the rock within a morning ritual. At the end of a month, the rock held a special, holy place in my perception.

The Buddha statue, the zafu we sit upon, the saintly picture or poem, the states of mind accessed in meditation, solitude, or even nature itself, can all become accentuated beyond the ordinary by infusing them with special attention. When we invest the sacred into specific conditions, we only feel spiritual when we are having those experiences. The rest of life goes spiritually unnoticed.

Spiritual forms and rituals can be very helpful in focusing our intention and providing a doorway to the sacredness of all life. They can awaken a sensitivity of heart and allow our mind to quiet. Forms and rituals become a problem when they stop representing a gateway into oneself and become an exclusive presentation of the sacred, such as the belief that the only way to commune with God is by going to church or taking a walk in nature, or the only way to meditate is to be alone in quiet surroundings. When we think of rituals and forms as the only way to access the sacred, the rest of our life is placed on spiritual hold.

The lay Buddhist begins to recover the sacred in the most remote areas of her life, in the midst of difficulty and dissatisfaction, loneliness and despair. The reality of problems is challenged and investigated, and life begins to thrive free of circumstances and conditions. The heart takes over and is resurrected from the conditioned habits of mind.

The lay Buddhist harbors no defense, seeks no shelter, and avoids no conflict for the resolution of her wholeness. It is here in the middle of our total involvement that this alchemy of spirit can best be engaged. Our life becomes focused around this transformation as our primary intention for living. We find everything we need immediately before us within the circumstances and conditions we long begrudged. Spiritual growth becomes abundantly available and is no longer associated exclusively with any particular presentation of form.

The Buddha’s Eightfold Path is a remedy to the three narrow views that inhibit spiritual fulfillment that were described above, but only if the Eightfold Path is seen in proper perspective and as a totality. Reviewing it briefly can put the whole spiritual journey in perspective, especially if we are overemphasizing a particular step such as mindfulness meditation.

THE EIGHTFOLD PATH

The Buddha’s teaching is a comprehensive blueprint for awakening. The cause and conditions of dissatisfaction have not changed in twenty-six hundred years. The remedy, outlined in the Buddha’s Eightfold Path, remains as applicable now as it was when first spoken. This book is an attempt to show that certain aspects of the Eightfold Path take on new relevance in lay life, and to show how this teaching can be framed to speak directly to modern life by using contemporary metaphors.

The following chapters will explore what is centrally important within the Buddha’s teaching when we are addressing a fully engaged life, and when we want that life to lead to the full liberation proclaimed by the Buddha. The teaching is profound in its simplicity and universal in its application. This book will move through the Eightfold Path and other relevant Buddhist concepts, sometimes out of sequence, but in meaningfully adaptive ways. The central point is not to determine the precise meaning of the Buddha’s words, but to expose the numerous ways we misrepresent his teaching by unconsciously deceiving ourselves. Because of the psychological emphasis in the West, modern spirituality is often distorted according to that bias, and ends up reinforcing self-deception. This book will encourage one of the truly spiritual questions we can ask: “Is there deception in this moment?”

In this context it is useful to briefly describe the Eightfold Path. As a teaching, the objective of the Eightfold Path is to bring the entire body and mind into a natural relationship with all things. Each step of the path is meant to see through the deceptions of the mind and reveal the inherent unity beneath. Each step is a hologram of all the other steps and cannot exist independently of the whole; they are interconnected links pointing to complete integration. This is an important point because we often try to disassemble the steps and apply them individually—the mind attempting once again to selectively pull apart what it likes from what it does not for the purpose of analyzing and formatting a blueprint to orderly living.

Wise View

Wise (or Right) View is the true and natural way all things inherently are. As elaborated earlier in this chapter, a wise orientation to the mind is one that does not fracture the mind along lines of internal argument. The mind is one complete organ, and the perception of a unified reality depends upon perceiving without resistance or counterarguments. The “normal” way we perceive is through a film of aversion or attraction that inevitably leads to a world of fractured subjects and objects. When perceptions are freed from opinions, there is a natural realignment to oneness. Wise View is questioning all forms of separation while keeping the truth of unity foremost in our heart.

Wise Intention

Wise Intention is aligning our energies toward interconnectedness and bringing wisdom to our self-destructive tendencies. There is an urge to connect and unify that is deeply embedded within each one of us. It has multiple faces, including the willingness to bridge differences, respond to pain, listen beyond opinions, and love. Intentions drive our effort, and our intentions are derived from what we believe life to be about (unwise or Wise View). When we begin to perceive life as an interconnected totality (Wise View), our intentions infuse our energy toward that end. Our spiritual practice takes on new significance as we realize the codependency of all things.

These innate intentions toward unity are countered by what the sense-of-I wants and fears. This intrinsic energy becomes channeled toward external goals trying to satisfy “my” needs. Our desire and pursuit of worldly gain begins to take a backseat to the inborn intention for unity when we see irrefutably that the pleasure promised by the desire is not worth the pain of its acquisition. Much of Buddhist practice is meant to expose us to that fact.

Wise Speech

Wise Speech starts with the understanding of how words distort perception. Once perception is altered by our thoughts into separate and distinct objects (unwise view), our words usually follow suit and reinforce that separation because our words remain governed by that basic assumption. Such words will carry a tone of judgment and comparison, evaluation and expectation. They will carry a sense of pleasure or displeasure and work toward self-validation. No matter how nice and kind we make our words, if they are governed by unwise view, they will energetically carry the message of distance and isolation.

Wise Speech imparts a spirit of unity toward self and other, and expresses itself in accordance with the heart. The words are energetically kind and inclusive, working diligently to eliminate suffering. Such words are truthful without being unnecessarily confrontational, and are timely without being hurtful.

Wise Action

Wise Action is spontaneous and immediate, and taps the body’s inborn intelligence that is far beyond the mind’s intellect. Our thinking often interferes with the intelligence of the body, and limits its action to a calculated formula based primarily on past habits and conditioning. Actions governed by thought are commonly based on considerations of the appropriateness and safety of the situation. Our thinking is one step removed from the immediate action needed, and by the time we “weigh in” on the value of what needs to occur, the moment has moved on and our reflective response is no longer appropriate. In Wise Action, the mind informs bodily action but no longer directs it.

Wise Livelihood

When we are in proper alignment with the Dharma (the natural way), our life lines up. Our livelihood is a continuation of Wise Action, focused more specifically on the integration of employment with the needs of our household, including our financial well-being, and the needs of the greater community. Regardless of what we do, when our livelihood is aligned with Wise Intention and Wise View, it resurrects our latent energies and brings forth our vitality and interests.

We easily get sidetracked when our livelihood is co-opted by financial gain or self-promotion. We become enslaved to the intentions of unwise view and frequently spiral down into the “drudgeries of the job.” Burnout and disenchantment spurred by a depleted sense of self-worth can make the eight-hour day intolerable.

Wise Effort

Effort follows our view of life and the intentions we ascribe to it, and is either aligned with or in opposition to the natural unity of all things. If we believe ourselves to be separate, most of our effort will work toward a greater sense of self-definition and eventually more self-imposed pain. This unwise effort then tries to circumvent or get over a problem rather than use its energy to understand the nature of the problem itself. Wise Effort is in concert with Wise View and continually examines, questions, and releases the need to be separate. It is effort allied with the undivided mind.

Wise Mindfulness

Mindfulness begins for most of us with an individual effort toward being aware. Although this line of effort has its value, we are quickly defeated in our attempts to control and manage our awareness because awareness is accessible in direct proportion to the surrender of the “me” who is trying to be mindful. In other words, we cannot become aware through our will (unwise effort). Mindfulness eventually becomes redefined through nondoing and relaxation, and nondoing validates everything. When our ambition toward promoting our mindfulness has ceased, we begin to rest in what is naturally available. Mindfulness effortlessly moves into an abiding awareness, which maintains itself in our absence.

Wise Samadhi

Samadhi is experienced as oneness or wholeness of mind, and is therefore the culmination of Wise View. Steadiness of mind is essential within the Buddha’s path, and sustained attention allows the mind to be present, to understand its nature, and how it functions. Everything depends upon stability of focus and investigating the nature of our contracted life, and only through stable attention can we see the problem and decipher the cause. Discerning the difference between thinking about something and directly experiencing it is the function of samadhi. Through the quiet, abiding attention of samadhi, we see clearly how the self comes into being through the commentary we infuse and the narrative we create.

The Eightfold Path is a multidimensional, transparent hologram from start to finish. The means by which we practice determines what we will discover. We never assume the reality of oneness is missing, only that we are misperceiving it. Nor do we assume that anything needs to be added or subtracted from reality, only that the mind’s blueprint for reality has gone awry. We learn how to hold all division within the integrity of the mind rather than playing out the separation by manipulating events. Spiritually we stay open to everything because interconnection is felt through the posture of openness, and inclusiveness becomes the ground for all our efforts.

All of this presupposes the basic Buddhist teaching and truth of anatta. This concept is at the heart of the Eightfold Path and will be explored thoroughly in the next chapter. Learning anatta intellectually is not the point; anatta is to be realized, ingested, and completely integrated into every facet of our life. The spiritual journey only makes sense from anatta, and if we move from any other direction the sense-of-self builds upon its accomplishments and ultimately frustrates our desire for freedom. Once we have aligned our practice with anatta, all our energy goes into correcting our misperceptions, and the path unfolds in a straightforward manner.
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The Sense-of-Self

To be or not to be, that is the question.

—HAMLET BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

IN A RATHER obscure Buddhist sutta, the Kukkuravatika Sutta, two ascetic monks approach the Buddha. One acts like a dog, walking on all fours, eating off the ground, and curling up in a circle while resting, and the other acts like an ox, with a long tail pasted on his back. The Buddha is polite to these rather strange-looking men, and when one asks him to describe the destination and future course of the other, he does not want to reply. The Buddha’s reluctance likely means the answer will be disturbing, but the questioner persists and finally the Buddha states that the best these ascetics can hope for in future incarnations is rebirth as a dog or ox.1

At first glance this discourse seems to have little to say about contemporary spiritual life. Most of us are not ascetic practitioners and only occasionally act like animals. But if we look more deeply, a hidden theme becomes apparent: as we practice, so we will become. If we practice being a dog, we will become like a dog, and perhaps more relevant to our situation, if we live and practice as a separate, individuated self, we will harden the assumptions around that belief and continue into the future isolated from one another.

This sutta challenges our spiritual direction and suggests we consider aligning our actions of body, speech, and mind toward the awakened unity we seek. We may be drawn to words like “emptiness” and “freedom,” and yet center our life on self-gratification. If the sense-of-me is central to everything we do on and off the meditation cushion, the outcome will be very different than if we live in accordance with the Buddha’s deepest truths. When our life focuses on our own welfare, the Buddha seems to be saying we are entombing ourselves within our own misdirected thoughts.

As long as our practice is centered on “me,” as long as it is a dialogue from and toward “myself,” and is an accomplishment of “mine,” then “I,” “me,” and “mine” will be the residue of what remains through life and perhaps after death. As we move forward, we will continue to solidify what we already believe about “us,” and as we continue to affirm our known reality, we further perpetuate that reality. Reality is not fixed, but instead changes depending upon the perceiver. We actively configure reality by what we think about it; we see what we want to see and become what we want to become. We are constantly constructing our present reality from past experiences and living out the present as if it were the past.

The following story illustrates this point. A few years ago, I flew into Kansas City to lead a retreat and was driven from the airport by Sandy, a short, modestly built, middle-aged man who seemed intensely anxious. He was a ball of tension as we drove together, and became increasingly exasperated and hostile when he missed a number of key turnoffs. As the energy in the car became more intense, I asked Sandy if he would like to talk about what was worrying him. He told me he had spent the last twenty-two years in a maximum-security prison and had been released just six months ago. Each morning before he entered the exercise yard with the other prisoners, he had stood in front of a mirror and prepared his smallish body for the harassment he knew was coming. Although terrified, he would pump himself into a fury in an attempt to offset his fear and give himself a persona of strength.

Now twenty-two years later, his terror and anxiety persisted long after his prison term had ended. He acknowledged he saw everyone as a potential threat, and though part of him knew this was absurd, the momentum of those years behind bars held the wiser perception in check. He felt enslaved to his fear and was trying to use meditation to offset these beliefs.

Even though Sandy’s external situation had changed considerably, his internal reality had not. He intellectually knew he was no longer in prison, but his emotions belied that fact. Sandy’s conditioned reactivity trumped his logic, and he behaved in accordance with his past tendencies, continuing to act as if his prison life was the reality. Although Sandy’s story is dramatic, it is not so different from what many of us do when we attempt to adjust our behavior in accordance with other people’s expectations and when we become enslaved to the opinions of others.

Our mind perpetuates itself through our conditioning, and we are often reluctant to change or alter course despite the falseness of our position. What is astonishing is the validity we give our reality. If we feel or think something, then it must be true, but if the very thoughts and emotions on which that assumption is based are conditioned from past circumstances, how valid can they be? This assumed reality might not be any more reliable then reading last year’s newspaper for today’s news.

The Buddha taught that over time, the unobserved thought settles into character. Character is more than our temperament and personality; it is the fundamental way we see life, including our suppositions, ideas, and views of who we are and what life is. When we look out of our eyes, we see what we have been conditioned to see, and part of that conditioning is the assumed reality of the person who is having the experience.

Character is reinforced through our narrative, the ongoing story of “me.” We confirm our current reality through the recollection of how we have always been. For instance, if we have assumed a victim mentality from our past, we may have a predisposition to overcompensate and react strongly when we are imposed upon. Our personal narrative reveals our strengths and limitations, and engenders a self-attitude. As our story moves on, each chapter predisposes “me” to behave in a certain way, and though this proliferating tendency was never specified in our early history, the ongoing story becomes captured within its momentum.

For example, we sit down to meditate with the simple instruction to follow the breath, and a whole array of ideas spring forth, including psychological views of our competence or incompetence in doing the task or how others might evaluate our meditation. We sit with what the mind has become, that is to say, its character, and that character often determines how we assess our meditation practice and if meditation is worth continuing.

The story of “me” is built upon untested conjectures and has multiple levels of assumed reality that form the foundation for our opinions about our narrative, how and why we tell the story, the meaning we give it, and who it is that is storytelling. The narrative is never tested for its validity; its reality is a given, so we seldom ask questions that undermine its constructs.

Our personal tale with its conflict, pain, drama, and momentum is predicated on the single untested and unquestioned belief that “I” exist. As any student of logic will tell us, if the premise of the story is wrong then everything built upon that premise is incorrect. If the sense-of-self has been misperceived then the story that it tells itself is also mistaken, and all the laws that govern that reality are in question. Therein lies the end of the belief that the world and we are separate and distinct objects.

SELFLESSNESS

At the core of the Buddhist teaching is the word anatta. The Buddha uses this term to indicate that the sense-of-self is a fabricated and conditioned reality and has no lasting existence outside our invested belief. The sense of “me” is an image defended, protected, and maintained at the expense of facts to the contrary.

Anatta is not an easy concept to understand. How could “I” not be here? I sit here reading, my senses are intact, my brain is working; it seems nonsensical to question my very being. Interestingly enough, the Buddha is not questioning the nature of “being”—he calls it “suchness”—but what has formed around that “suchness.” He is questioning the way we organize perception as “you” here and “me” there, which is the very separation our worldview is founded upon. Buddhism is an attempt to investigate the profound question of whether the sense of separation is a misperception of an underlying, unconditioned reality.

The implications of this questioning are far-reaching, possibly shattering our self-assumptions and ideas we have about life, as well as exposing all our strategies, goals, values, and meaning to a new reference point. Because this inquisition potentially requires a total and radical shift in the paradigm of what life is and who we are within it, it is not for the faint of heart.

Anatta is such a radical shift in our orientation to the world that some Buddhists attempt to downplay or sidestep its importance. We cannot keep Buddhism safe from the call to stretch beyond our preconceived notions of the way reality is configured. Like any Beethoven symphony or Shakespearean play, we must rise to its calling. We cannot have it halfway and philosophically play with the terms while remaining safe within our individuation. Ajahn Buddhadassa, my teacher in Thailand, remarked often that spiritual teaching without anatta completely missed the point.

Though the thought of anatta may be frightening, its realization is liberating. Once freed of the constricting bonds of a self-image, the heart is free to open and be fully affected. All the qualities we spend our spiritual life trying to cultivate—love, compassion, patience, integrity, and intrinsic joy—are inherent in the presence that remains when the self-image abates.

Anatta may never be an endearing concept to the West. We take pride in standing above the crowd, in individual initiative, and in sculpting our life through ambition and willful effort. Yet when we look at our history as a species, it has often been those traits that have created much of the sorrow of human existence. Though these qualities may be encouraged in the marketplace and the schoolroom, they are not the best qualities for the continuation of the species.

Like a magnet unto itself, life pulls us toward a deepening unity and natural harmony, but our sense-of-self refuses to go along. One Buddhist sutta says that unless we see the knot of the self, we cannot untie it. The call of spiritual practice is to examine and understand what we are, and once understood, the sense-of-self becomes a functional necessity but never an abiding reality.

FORMATION OF THE SENSE-OF-SELF

The sense-of-self is an attempt to make reality fail-safe. Reflecting upon what is occurring creates a time gap between the reflective idea about the moment and the actual event that is the moment. In that momentary pause, the “I” has an opportunity to step in with “my” control and influence. It is a little like trying to drive a car while staring through the rearview mirror. The deliberation causes a small hesitation as we assess the safety of the moment. We see what has been rather than what is, and the mind fills this pause with memories and projections. We see what we fear might happen or what we desire to happen in place of what is happening. The present becomes confused with our feared or desired reality, and soon the unique and original presentation of this moment becomes blurred through our mental rearrangement.

Self-consciousness is at the center of our struggle with life, and all expressions of suffering, contraction, conflict, and resistance occur because we mistrust life on its own terms. We want to mentally add a little something to the moment to compensate for our individual needs. This small intrusion of thought into the moment separates the desired reality from the true reality, and the purpose of much of our activity is to bridge that difference. The reflective glance places us in opposition to other living creatures because their needs are different than ours, and so life must inevitably rub against itself.

Neuroscience tells us that the neurological pathway for perception is the same pathway for recognition. In other words, our senses simultaneously perceive and recognize an object. This makes it difficult to discern whether we are seeing what the eye sees or what the mind remembers from similar past perceptions. As we look around, this becomes immediately obvious because whatever the mind contacts, we recognize. The point is that the mind does not know the perceptual difference between the past and the present.

Though the mind may not have the ability to discern the difference, awareness does. The mind can be electrically stimulated to experience memories, beliefs, emotions, and perceptions, but not awareness. Scientific research cannot find the seat of awareness, and in the East this seat is referred to as heart/mind. When the Buddha was asked to express the location of awareness, he said there is no center because awareness is not contained in the mind.

There is the story of a man who goes to the Buddha and asks him, “If each separate sense-door (smelling, seeing, tasting, etc.) does not connect to the other, what holds all the senses in a single body?” The Buddha replies, “The mind holds all the senses.” All the senses arrive into the mind and can be observed from the mind. “Ah,” says the man. “What then holds the mind?” The Buddha says, “The mind is held by awareness.” Awareness can see everything in the mind. Finally the man asks the Buddha, “What holds awareness?” The Buddha replies, “Awareness is held by the unconditioned.”2 Awareness has no conditional basis for seeing, and therefore does not see from memory.

Notice when a familiar sound occurs, such as the honking of a horn or the song of a bird, there are two experiences occurring. There is the sound the ear hears, and the image or word the mind gives that sound. Awareness can be focused on either aspect, but it holds both. The sound can come to the foreground and the image to the background, or vice versa. Mostly we hear through the name. “Oh,” we say. “That is a robin.” The sound is not heard as itself, but as a robin’s call.

When pure perception is forced into an exact definition by confining it to a word (in this case, “robin”), the sense-of-self arises in that moment. The sense-of-self and the word are mutually dependent upon one another, but it feels as if “I am experiencing a robin.” More specifically, the self arises with the knowledge that the sound is a robin. Knowledge requires a knower, and the self is the mental overlay onto the perception. The self is not inherent in the sound or in the perception, but through knowledge the mind attempts to make the perception that is intrinsically empty into something, in this case a bird.

That which sees and that which thinks about what it sees are two different dimensions. If we move too quickly to the word and what it means, we miss what holds the word and the perception. Our conditioning comes rushing forward in the form of the story about what we think concerning robins or birds in general. Our world becomes narrowed around what we think about a robin. A single word unleashes an entire view. All things become known through the naming of one thing, and like the serial circuit of Christmas tree lights, each light determines whether the entire string of lights will be on or off. Once lighted, however, we now become fully embodied within our history and have a personal relationship with the world. This happens in the instant of naming—release the naming, and the string of lights remains off.

The naming occurs because of our attachment to knowing, our fear of not knowing, or our desire to know. We are afraid of the implications of not knowing, and we wonder what would protect us, how would we survive, or what would people think of us if we did not have the answer. We invest words into each perception to ward off this terror, and over the decades the words have become automatic to the perceptions. But what holds all the knowing and not knowing, the sounds, words, perceptions, and stories? What hears when the robin sings? What sees when the robin flies? The spiritual journey is to extricate awareness from being bound to the words and story.

“Yes,” we say, “but isn’t there really a bird out there?” How could a bird possibly be known except through our senses? From sound, sight, smell, taste, touch, and thought, the world is brought into being. The mind and nothing else is making those senses into something. The Buddha says the world is created within this fathom-long body.3 The world is all projection, and even the sense of something being “out there” needs an “in here” as contrast. When we release the assumed boundary between outside and inside, the two become one, because nothing has innate existence without the mind making it so.

The Buddha makes a similar point in the Bahiya Sutta. Bahiya, a sincere holy man in his own right, understands he is not fully realized, and goes to the Buddha for the essence of his teaching. Bahiya encounters the Buddha at an inconvenient time while he is on alms round. The Buddha tries to postpone the dialogue, but Bahiya insists, and the Buddha offers this concise message as an explanation of his teaching: “In the seen, let there be only the seen. In the heard, let there be only the heard. In the sensed, let there be only the sensed. In the cognized, let there be only the cognized. That is how you should train yourself. When for you there is only the seen in the seen, only the heard in the heard, only the sensed in the sensed, only the cognized in the cognized, then, Bahiya, you will not be reckoned by it. When you are not reckoned by it, you will not be in it. When you are not in it, you will be neither ‘here’ nor ‘there’ nor between the two. This, just this, is the end of suffering.”4

The sacred dawns when we realize this wordless sound, sight, smell, taste, or touch is a conduit to the limitless, vast, and mysterious unconditioned. The word conditions one thing to be known and distinguished from another, but when left wordless all things assume their natural order and open beyond themselves into an inexplicable union. The distinction between things is eliminated, and everything reveals its creative source.

A unique balance is maintained by fully allowing both the word and the wordless. If either is given undue weight, the world becomes skewed and dualistic. Once isolated from one another, each operates from a different set of principles. Now the sense-of-self formed by the word must work hard to discover the wordless. These contrasting views can never be reconciled, and the sense-of-self vainly tries to discover the wordless through its words. The understanding of how to regain the natural equilibrium between these two dimensions is the spiritual journey, and it requires surrendering an exclusive perspective from either vantage point.

PERPENDICULAR UNIVERSES

The laws of the unconditioned (which we will call the vertical) are inherently contradictory to the laws of the conditioned (which we will call the horizontal). The horizontal and the vertical are perpendicular to one another, but do bisect at one location, the present. The vertical “is,” and that is about all one can say about it. The vertical requires nothing to be added because nothing is missing. It is intrinsic to all things, but makes no demands upon them. It cannot be perceived because it is within perception itself. There is no way to it, and there is no way out of it.
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The horizontal world of conditioning is a time-driven, labor-intensive, multidimensional universe, extending far beyond its junction with the vertical. To the left, as far as the mind can see, is time past, and to the right is the infinite expanse of time future. Since future and past have no reality outside thought, the horizontal universe is both composed and driven by concepts. This means it has no true authenticity other than the validity we give an idea or image. The only uncontested point is the here and now, at the place where it bisects with the vertical universe. The person living on the horizontal rarely acknowledges the touch of the vertical; there is little interest in a timeless universe.

From the horizontal perspective, the present is a moment between time past and time future, a deprived moment on its way to some other time. The future holds the hope and potential, the present holds the pain of who I am now, so the momentum is to move as quickly as possible away from the present of what I am, in the direction of who I will become.

The vertical perspective of the here and now is very different. Since the moment is not being squeezed between the rock of the past and the hard place of the future, it is open and expansive. In fact it is infinite and total, encompassing all things including thoughts about past and future, because all thoughts are occurring here and now. So the vertical universe actually encompasses the horizontal universe. Nothing could possibly escape the moment or ever be outside it, so the vertical universe is always abiding and never moves. Things move within it, but it never moves. Moment after moment we are taking birth in the vertical universe; the problem is we think we are in the horizontal. Occasionally we pause sufficiently to see the intersection of these dimensions and not merely think our way past them. It may be in a moment of wonder, mystery, beauty, or a moment too precious to deny.

The following story illustrates one of those precious moments. Sharon, a sister of a friend of mine, tried her entire married life to have a child but was unable to conceive. Much to her delight, at age forty-two Sharon became pregnant. A few months into her pregnancy she started complaining of pain in her abdomen, went to a physician, and was diagnosed with end-stage liver cancer. The physician suggested surgery, chemotherapy, and radiation, all of which Sharon refused for fear of damaging the fetus. Without treatment, she was given a prognosis of a few months. A healthy boy was born on time to the dying mother. My friend said Sharon did not miss a breath of her child’s life, and died three months after the child was born.

Sharon was not willing to deny the intersection of the two dimensions where her life could truly meet the life of her child. She could not invest in the future because it was uncertain; instead she chose to dwell in the only reality that could hold her and her child, the immediate present. Once Sharon gave herself over to living at the zero point of the axis, she and her child could dwell for eternity in the infinite Now of time.

Each universe has its own set of laws. The horizontal universe operates according to the principles of pleasure and pain; when we are entranced within this sphere we seek the pleasant and avoid its opposite. The vertical universe cannot seek or avoid anything since there is only what is. Within the horizontal, we like to imagine we are somewhere we are not. We go on excursions in time, and through our imagination create a better place than the here and now. Desire and fear operate by convincing us that the future is a concrete fact, and the present is malleable and can be shaped through our expectations. We then operate under the assumption that life is fulfilled in the future, and the present is either an aid or a limitation toward that goal. The present is only useful as a way toward procuring what we want, and means nothing by itself. Meanwhile, the vertical universe remains still.

The sense of being someone is supported by the horizontal. We feel three-dimensional because memory ties the past moments together into a story. We are born in such and such place, went to such and such school, etc., and up ahead is our destiny. With the story comes meaning, value, and purpose. We live life for the value we invest in it, but we will despair if the ideals we create are unreachable. The vertical universe is empty of separate content and void of meaning, but this absence of purpose is not meaningless or despairing. Because it is not going anywhere, every moment is complete. It just is, without any sense of itself.

We love to be distracted because if we are quiet within ourselves, we will have to acknowledge the vertical universe. Frolicking within the fields of time gives us the correct dosage of mental activity and holds us firmly within the horizontal reality. As a result we live much of our life within a state of restlessness and discontentment because we are continually seeking distraction from stillness. By staying ahead of stillness, we get to be a separate someone with direction and distinction, but if we stop, the vertical universe will reveal the inherent emptiness of all things.

The horizontal dimension has a flaw; dissatisfaction and discontent are inevitable. Ignoring the vertical universe and focusing exclusively within the horizontal dimension causes suffering. When we desire and run toward something in the horizontal plane, we also fear and run away from its opposite. This tension between desire and fear defines our life and creates the resistance that forms each of us as individuals. Once “we” are created, we must remain in a state of tension to subsist. It is therefore inevitable that we will suffer because the state of resistance is the birthplace of our individuation.

The payoff of the horizontal dimension is considerable. First and foremost we get an identity we can build upon, and in addition the identity can acquire material objects, status, power, control, and prestige. These payoffs are only satisfying as long as we imagine that we can keep acquiring without experiencing loss. To validate this dimension, we have to pretend we will not die, or lose, or forget, or age. The horizontal universe holds itself together by denying the losing half of its reality. The vertical meanwhile denies nothing and does not perceive from the perspective of individuation, vanity, or ego. It sees in totality without priority. Everything is equally important and unimportant at the same time.

Clinging separates the universe into two distinct dimensions. Playing out our needs and wants keeps us from looking up and acknowledging the ever-present vertical plane that has no agenda. When we become weary of the greed and loss of the horizontal, we begin to search for another universe. The journey begins by owning the pain we inflict upon ourselves through the play of time. We see time past and time future as a fabrication that has only relative truth within the horizontal dimension. Eventually we realize that if we are going to create time, we will also create change and inevitably suffer. Suddenly we have an urge to look up.

THE RESOLUTION

There is an old joke about a young child who asks his mother to imagine she was completely surrounded by tigers, with no weapon available, and nowhere to hide. What would she do? The mother hesitates, ponders the question, and replies that she has no idea what she would do. The mother then asks the child what he would do, and he replies, “I would stop imagining.”

In the end the problem of our suffering is an imagined one. This intellectual understanding may not alleviate our difficulty, but it can orient us correctly to the solution. We begin with anatta even though we have not realized it. If we do not begin with anatta, the mind will ask questions and devise techniques that seem to address the resolution of its pain, but actually compound the problem. The sense-of-self loves to manage its dissolution. When “I” see “I” have a problem with “myself,” my thoughts get heavier, the drama deeper, and the assumption of “me” stronger. I like nothing more than to take myself on, and as this battle ensues, each obstacle, each reaction, each strategy casts the problem of “me” just beyond reach. Sometimes I feel like I am getting somewhere with myself, other times I am frustrated with my lack of progress. “Keep going,” the sense-of-self says. “You have more to do.”

When we try to get over an experience, ponder our salvation, or take the sense-of-self as being anything more than a persistent thought, we are assuming the truth of our separation. But assuming the truth of separation is the cause of separation. If we question that truth rather than assert it, we will rediscover the lost balance between the finite and the infinite, and the vertical and horizontal will come into proper alignment.

This leaves us in a dilemma. We feel separated, and yet in truth we are not. We cannot pretend we do not feel separated, so doing nothing is not the answer. Yet we also know that “doing” something makes the problem real and strategically separates us from the solution. This question of separation needs to be handled with utmost care; we have to be full-hearted in our determination to end a problem that does not exist.

We have to take the problem on as if it were real, and then learn our way into a true and proper relationship with all things. The tools we use, the strategies we employ, the way we comprehend the problem, and the view we hold of it can be framed to facilitate that learning and understanding. The way we initially define the problem will set up our view of the entire Eightfold Path. The definition establishes a view and purpose for our practice, and if the definition is wrong, the path will be distorted and the practices we use will miss their mark.

In the beginning we apply the known and trusted methods of the workplace, using what was successful in the past. However, the qualities of mind engendered in the workplace such as ambition, self-recognition, hard work, status, and power are not the heartfelt qualities we seek in our spiritual life. I worked in hospices for over seventeen years, and I never heard a dying patient wish she had spent more time at work. Over the years I have also seen many dying patients relax into a more patient, joyful, aware, allowing, and kind demeanor. They somehow knew these qualities would serve them in dying. Dying is a dismantling of self, and what serves us in dying can assist us in spiritual practice.

The means of our practice cannot be different from the ends we seek. Whatever we do in the beginning and in the middle will become our ends. If we long for the end of suffering, we cannot use self-abusive methods to end conflict and struggle. In the same way, if we understand our dissatisfaction is generated from a false view of self, we cannot use that false view to end dissatisfaction.

In its place we need another perspective to keep us on track. In Buddhism this is called Wise View, and we use this wiser view to set a course correction and give our life an aim and purpose outside of self-centeredness. Wise View offers an alternative to selfishness and conceit and allows a context for working with the sense-of-self as it arises in actions of body, speech, and mind. This new view understands the interconnectedness of life, and continually works to include all experiences by eliminating the mental argument that the self imposes to maintain its separation.

The Eightfold Path is a path of least resistance. It is not about welding or forcing things together but relaxing, observing, and allowing what is already here to be together. All our strategies and tools can be governed by one simple fact: the more resistance we apply to the problem, the more we allow the problem to have an unfounded reality, and the further from the truth we stray.
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The View of Interconnection

The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.

—MARCEL PROUST

WE ARE NOW beginning to build a spiritual path based upon the Buddha’s core truth of anatta or no permanent self. This path is equally available to all practitioners. It requires the understanding of how the self is formed and a resolve to move our life out of the self’s control. We have seen we cannot move vertically by applying horizontal truths, and therefore the principles we will use to construct this path will be the laws of the vertical universe. This course will naturally take us into the realm of the heart because the vertical universe is the domain of the heart.

The heart in this sense is not the physical organ, but abiding awareness, and although awareness intrinsically holds all things including the self, when we are acting from the sense-of-self, this is not apparent. The self is constructed within the horizontal axis, and it is on that plane that it attempts to find fulfillment. With time and enough suffering, the “me” gives up pursuing lasting happiness within the horizontal universe and organically seeks to align itself with the vertical axis. This movement from the horizontal (belief in self) to the vertical (abiding awareness of the heart) is the spiritual path.

There are a few points I would like to review as we proceed on this journey. The path of selflessness is often counterintuitive to the mind. We may think we are applying the tools to dismantle the self only to find the sense-of-self reinforced by those methods. We have to be very attentive to how we participate in our spiritual life, or we will inadvertently be moving in the opposite and unwise direction of self-enhancement. Unless we continuously question our belief in self, we will unconsciously solidify around it.

The sense-of-self is an assumed reality. Only the idea of “me” separates us from the unconditioned truth of our being. However, the thought of “I” is entrenched within the conditioning of our species and needs our patience in order to uproot it. The effort needed is to know when the self-image is arising and let it go. Spiritual practices are often far too complex and overstated. This complexity comes from the mind’s attempt to think its way out of the problem, and that thinking fosters a misconception about the nature of the spiritual predicament. Misunderstanding the problem sets the self up to orchestrate its own demise—which it can never do. The simpler we are, the more we come into wise alignment with the conceptual nature of self and see it for what it is.

Reality does not hold two of anything, but for convenience and clarity I am creating two universes, the vertical and the horizontal. Each frames life in a different way. The horizontal universe is the most familiar and can be explored within the trappings and confusion of most people’s lives. Thoughts from this dimension reinforce their own conclusions by applying their logic, making it impossible to think our way out of this universe. Freedom is the other option, but it requires directly seeing all the false ideas our life is built upon, and making a concerted effort to shake ourselves from the trance of thought that ties us exclusively to the horizontal axis.

From day one we need to establish a view that embodies the correct orientation to the problem of self-deception. Wise View is the critical link in making the Buddha’s teaching work as an integrated whole. Caution is needed if we cherry-pick the Buddha’s teaching because we can be practicing one link out of context from the whole. The Buddha’s teaching builds upon itself, and Wise View precedes and frames all the other components. Without Wise View, the unwise view of self claims a privileged place, and the teaching can quickly become an exercise in moralism and self-improvement. The Buddha says, “Without Wise View one can aspire toward spiritual growth, but it is like trying to churn water into butter.” How the teaching is framed will determine how we perceive, and how we perceive will determine how we proceed, because the view holds the orientation and direction of the entire path.

A view, in the way I am using the term, is what we take life to be. All our assumptions about the world lie within that view. We cannot expect a wrong set of assumptions to lead in a wise direction. The Buddha spent six years as an ascetic monk practicing in an unskillful direction, and corrected his orientation in a single moment of Wise View. The message of the Buddha is not that we have lifetimes of labor to correct our misperceptions, but that Wise View is immediately available.

The following legend illustrates how quickly this shift is possible. In the Old Testament there is a story of King Solomon and two women who are out-of-wedlock mothers who deliver their babies in the same home. One of the children dies at birth, and each woman claims the remaining living child as her own. The king has no idea who is the rightful parent of the child, but says he will solve the problem by cutting the child in half and giving each bickering woman part of the child. As the sword begins to swing toward the child, the legitimate mother shouts to the king, “Give her the living baby and by no means slay him!” King Solomon then offers the undamaged child to the woman who has stopped the execution.1

The story is about the possessiveness that results from an unwise view of separation and ownership, and how it changes dramatically into the love, care, and wholeness of Wise View. Wise View is an internal realignment, the contrived horizontal (selfishness) moving into the spontaneous combustion of the vertical (selflessness). From selflessness, awareness is free of personal gain, and nothing is separated or owned as “mine.” It is the domain where the heart flourishes.

What we see when we look through our eyes is our orientation to the world. Most of us see multiple objects that seem separated and disconnected from us. We wake up and go to sleep reinforcing that view all day long. We live with “I,” “me,” and “mine,” “this” and “that.” But the fact is we are not separate, and therefore we do not have to face a reconciliation of individual objects. We simply relax and let go of our false perceptions.

We do not need a new reality; we need a reframing of the reality we are in. How we perceive reality is the problem, not reality itself. We will handle a problem in accordance with the way we perceive it, and it is only our conditioning that keeps misinterpreting the world of self and other as separate and problematic.

The following exercise may clarify this point. In this moment imagine yourself a person who is having the experience of being aware. Look around with awareness at your surroundings. Awareness is seemingly activated by you and under your control. You can be aware through any of your senses and feel the quality and relationship within each contact. That is normally how meditation is taught: “you” being aware of what is arising implies “you” are in control of the experience of that awareness. But this view is actually skewed because from this view, you reign supreme and there isn’t a “you.”

If we reverse this figure/ground, a shift occurs. Now allow awareness to have the experience of being “you.” “You” are being held within awareness. Awareness is not inside you looking out, but rather it is both inside and outside equally. The sense-of-you is one experience among many within awareness. Awareness is not under your control; it preexists your influence. Nothing has changed, and yet everything has changed. You did not need to go anywhere or do anything to make this switch. It is a simple release of the horizontal into the vertical.

We undertake practices to create a perceptual switch, and that switch is the insight in Insight Meditation. But if we enter a practice with a tightly held assumption about “me” who is looking, or what “I” am going to perceive, then we will not allow this reversal. We may have an experience of selflessness, emptiness, impermanence, or whatever, but we will have it from a horizontal perspective—“me” having the experience—and that will not fundamentally alter us. Transformation comes from realizing that figure/ground shift, not merely experiencing it from the sense-of-self. To be altered, we have to give up the idea of who is having the experience.

Wise View is the reorganization of perception. It allows life to be seen in its natural alignment. It is not a “view” as such, because all views come from the sense-of-self. It is the release of any perspective, any fixation. It returns life to its original dynamic, where life is continually in movement, flexible and malleable, never stagnant, always in transition.

Separate stationary objects are created by the sense-of-self for the security of always needing to know what something is. They are conceptual projections upon movement, an attempt to arrest the unstoppable by giving it a name. The sense-of-self is an arrested perception. When I stop, all things stop, but if I can perpetually claim my identity, all things will be contained within their definition. Wise View guides us into the wise relationship of releasing all things to return to movement, where nothing is fixed or frozen in time.

SKILLFUL MEANS

At one point in my bantering with Nisargadatta Maharaj, the Indian sage I visited in 1980, he told me that I could join him in the unconditioned if I had the courage. I asked him how I could do that, and he quickly said, “Oh, I see you don’t have the courage.” Nisargadatta was pointing out that it actually takes more courage to enter the realm where there are no problems, and therefore no problem solver, than it does to solve a problem and maintain our self-position. Having a problem actually defines the self and keeps it occupied within the noble goal of problem solving. The question of “how” is an attempt around a problem; it is not seeing what a problem actually is. It is taking the problem to be real and outside “me,” but all problems are derived from “me.” Problem solving keeps us within a frozen and isolated universe of objects and subjects that never meet.

Most of us take up a spiritual life from the view of having a problem to resolve, and we begin our spiritual practice firmly fixed within the paradox of seeking a solution. If we are to form a view of entrapment and a new view to escape entrapment, then we must be very clear about what we are doing, or we will create the conditions for an irresolvable struggle. Later in this book we shall see how the practitioner can address this paradox and move beyond it, but for now let us be aware that when we create a problem we will be reinforcing the sense-of-self.

As long as the Buddha was alive, his presence assured that the techniques he taught were secondary to the realization he manifested. His life was his teaching, but he needed to offer tools to orient others to their own awakening, so he taught numerous meditation practices and other skillful means for forty-five years. When he died, some people assumed the practices and teachings as ends in themselves, and Buddhism was born. Centuries later, we may have too much Buddhism and not enough Buddha.

Every technique and practice has value and limitation, but to see only the value is to create a shadow around its limitation. The value is its skillful means, a pointing toward the truth, but it is only a pointing and not the truth itself. The shadow is created when we want the pointing to be the whole truth and refuse to look at its shortcomings. One of its shortcomings is the credibility we invest in the technique itself. We begin a practice with the assumption that there is something wrong with us that the technique can fix. The sense-of-self grabs the technique as a life preserver and forces itself front and center on the horizontal axis, ultimately distracting itself away from the vertical dimension.

Skillful means are tools that orient us in the direction of the vertical, and are a means to that end. An analogy of a doughnut and a doughnut hole can be used to indicate the horizontal play of skillful means and the vertical emptiness of the doughnut hole. We can spend a long time walking around the safe edges of the doughnut, forgetting that the doughnut is being defined by the hole. The purpose of the spiritual journey is to fall into the hole. The quicker we do that, the less we will suffer.

Our true nature is wordless awareness, but to make it mentally accessible (a skillful pointing toward the wordless) we will connect Wise View with an image. This image is inconsistent with its true nature but is very helpful to orient the mind to something that cannot be spoken. We call the vertical “interconnected,” but it is not; the vertical is not strung together like beads on a string. Placing an image on the wordless is very risky because once a conceptual idea is born, an entire materialistic view of the world is created.

The Buddha speaks to this point in the following sutta. A Brahman approaches the Buddha and asks, “Venerable Gautama, do all things exist?”

The Buddha replies, “The view that all things exist is one extreme materialistic view.”

“Then all things do not exist?”

“The view that all things do not exist is the second materialistic view.”

“Are all things, then, one?”

“The view that all things are one is the third materialistic view.”

“Are all things, then, a plurality?”

“The view that all things are a plurality is the fourth materialistic view. The Tathagata proclaims a teaching that is balanced, avoiding these extremes, thus, ‘With ignorance as condition there are volitional impulses; with volitional impulses as condition, consciousness . . . with the complete abandoning of ignorance, volitional impulses cease; with the cessation of volitional impulses, consciousness ceases.’”2

In this discourse the Buddha stops the questioner from any further conceptualization. Refusing to philosophize or expound is as close to the wordless as one can point. In skillful means we use an intermediate step, sometimes involving a word that points in the direction of the wordless. A skillful means is a temporary holding pattern that allows our understanding and courage to rise to the occasion for the next step, which in this case is complete surrender.

The advantage of the term “interconnection” as a means of pointing toward Wise View is that it overcomes our need to cultivate or acquire. In the West we gather and collect as a source of strength. Having the word “interconnection” invites a release of that grasping and allows us to pause and renounce that tendency. The word questions whether the strategy of adding, subtracting, or disconnecting is in line with the vertical universe. The word also points toward nonresistance and dropping all boundaries,3 because to hold a boundary between us and something else is to be disconnected. The word implies dropping all resistance so a connection can be formed.

As the following story illustrates, we interconnect through our heart (the vertical), not our mind (the horizontal). I was invited to teach a death-and-dying seminar at the Oregon State Penitentiary by the prison chaplain, who was seeing remarkable changes from a group of inmates who were volunteers tending other dying prisoners. Having worked in hospice care a number of years and knowing the power of death and dying, I jumped at the chance. I mistakenly arrived wearing blue jeans, which were forbidden, since all the inmates wear blue jeans and the guards must be able to quickly distinguish the visitors from the prisoners. The only pants available to borrow were a very short pair of sweatpants that came up to midcalf on my six-foot frame. As I entered the prison wearing the sweatpants, the guards were bringing the inmates back into their cells after an exercise period. During the reentry all doors were locked, leaving me in the holding area with all the returning inmates. Suddenly my bare legs evoked catcalls and whistles from the prisoners, and I immediately lost all the influence of my role.

As the group of hospice inmates started to gather for my presentation, I asked the chaplain sitting next to me what crimes these particular prisoners had committed. She said about twelve of the twenty inmates were murderers; the rest had committed assorted violent crimes. I was unprepared for that response, and fear tore through my mind as I envisioned snarling thugs venting their rage. I had never known a single murderer, let alone sat in a group with twelve, and the gap between us seemed insurmountable.

Once the discussion got rolling, my heart melted to these folks, and they warmed to me despite my dress. They were as genuine and authentic as anyone I knew. They wept as they recounted their hospice tales of being by the bedsides of their dying friends. They had connected to each other through the intimacy of death in a way that was next to impossible in prison relationships.

One man in particular remains in my memory. He was a large man, easily over three hundred pounds, with a long ponytail and tattoos down both arms. The other prisoners called him Tiny. Tiny began by saying that he was in prison for murdering a gay man, and spoke of his hate, intolerance, and belligerence to other inmates when he first came to prison. He joined the hospice group merely to have something to do with his spare time. The first prisoner he was asked to serve in his hospice role was a dying gay man, and as this patient was actively dying, he asked Tiny to hold his hand. Tiny, who sobbed as he told this story, said that when flesh met flesh he broke down uncontrollably. He could not sustain his hatred at that level of intimacy, and years of conditioning melted away.

Both the inmates and I dispelled our preconceived notions about one another that day, allowing us to bridge the separation our ideas had created. The prisoners dissolved their concepts of someone wearing prissy, short sweatpants, and I released my opinions about murderers. Together we met in the heart, a space where there are no divisive nouns like “murderer,” “gay,” and “straight.” It is a space where life can meet itself as a continual unfolding.

We cannot deepen interconnection and maintain our distance and separation. All ideas impose a restriction on freedom and must be released for authentic connection. Connection directs our attention to where we have imposed false boundaries. If we cross over, it will be without the protection of our judgment, without words like “murderer” to keep us at bay.

MEDITATION AND WISE VIEW

Not long ago I saw a full-length newspaper ad for an investment firm. The ad featured a man dressed in a business suit and tie, briefcase beside him, sitting on the floor in full-lotus position with his hands resting on his knees, palms up, thumbs and forefingers touching. There was an angelic smile on the man’s face, and under him the caption blared in bold type: mutual fund nirvana.

Everyone who has a spiritual practice recognizes this ad as an obvious conflict between the material and spiritual views of life, but how many of us understand the depth of the spiritual struggle inherent in these views, and how many of us are aware of the degree to which this conflict exists within our mind? In fact, resolving the tension between these opposite perspectives can help answer the lay Buddhist question of how to live an integrated life.

Even though we hear a spiritual teacher directing us toward “opening to what is” rather than “changing what is,” we simply convert this statement into a new effort and goal. Our new goal keeps the sense-of-self in place through the “I” leading the effort to stay open. The practice remains all about “me” and what “I” am doing to make my practice work. This is the materialistic view of the “mutual fund” in nirvana, where the “I” remains the controller of its own destiny by influencing what needs to be done. This self-reinforcing practice can continue for a long time before we realize our spiritual path is mirroring the course of worldly life.

The purpose of meditation is to inform us about the true nature of relationships, and it will take us directly into the reactive patterns that keep us separated from all life. Meditation is not meant to offer anything that we can own or possess. When we allow the meditation to operate correctly, it absorbs us into interconnectedness. We lose our self-centered perspective, abandon our defenses, and release ourselves into the intimacy and ease at hand.

The following story illustrates how Wise View can orient our meditation. A young woman asked if I would come to a local hospital and give her meditation instruction. She was going through a second bone-marrow transplant; the first treatment had failed, and it was likely the second would also fail. If this last transplant was unsuccessful, there was no other treatment available. I offered her a guided meditation on the body, and as we were moving awareness through the body, she became noticeably at ease, yet alive and vital. “I understand I am not who I have always taken myself to be,” she said.

When faced with our mortality, meditation often lines up with its intended purpose. Death does not allow equivocation. This woman had run out of options, and she had become quiet. From stillness she could see how she had misrepresented herself by believing in her separation. We were both delighted when her second transplant worked, but I had the feeling she would have been fine if it had not.

There is a Zen Buddhist saying that goes, “Spiritual practice springs from enlightenment; it does not move toward it.” The practice breaks down when we assert any sense of gain or avoidance because we are managing the meditation from an inherently inconsistent view. To manifest the true and natural way things are, the meditation and the view have to be aligned, or self-exploration becomes secondary to making the self more comfortable.

When properly aligned with interconnectedness, meditation does not sustain the need to be somebody. There are no goals or direction, there is nothing for the self to feed upon, and everything is represented equally. Experience itself is sufficient; it does not point beyond the moment in which it occurs, and does not mean something beyond itself. While an unwise view looks for the result to sustain the meditation, the process sustains Wise View. The sense of “me” is fed by results, but results do not sustain our heart. We become less self-fulfilled as we move away from results, but more spiritually fulfilled. To the sense-of-self, meditation may become frustrating because there is not and never will be vindication of our efforts. Frustration indicates we are caught in an unwise view, and any experience that compels the meditation in a particular direction can only be the result of the meditation being led by “me.”

Interconnection is about connecting with all things through awareness and eliminating what separates us from experience. The point of meditation is to see what we are bringing to experience, and then to see that whatever we bring is extra and needs to be discarded. The relationship we bring to an experience is based upon what we want from it. The wanting is from a “me” that feels undernourished and in a complaining mode. By connecting first with the complaining, then bracketing the complaint within awareness, everything coexists in perfection. Nothing needs to be added or eliminated. There is not a better moment waiting after the complaint is acted upon. When the complaint dies within awareness, the vertical is integrated within the horizontal, and all is still.

The young woman waiting for the second bone-marrow transplant saw that what she was bringing to her body was the fear of her death. Once that veil of fear was lifted, her body moved beyond all her personalized concepts, and she saw how she had misrepresented what the body actually was. After this insight she was able to integrate with the body in a way the fear had never allowed.

When we meditate with one view and live from another, there is inevitably an inherent conflict between our spiritual and worldly strategies. There is no synthesis or integration possible because the two views are diametrically opposed. When we apply mindfulness using the dualistic way we relate to the world, it feels mechanical and artificial. Practice feels like something we are adding to the situation rather than something flowing naturally from the activity. Using mindfulness in this manner creates a sense of distance and forced effort away from the activity. This distant objectivity reinforces the very sense of separation that was the reason we applied mindfulness in the first place. Misunderstanding the problem, we work even harder to overcome it by applying more of the same, and the goal retreats yet again. The cat is chasing its own tail.

Within Wise View, meditation is automatic. When we suspend (or free from its isolated position) our old view of reality, we experience interconnection. Awareness is present, and meditation and Wise View are one and the same. Since meditation arises from Wise View, to practice from our old view of reality is a contradiction and will never alter us from what we believe ourselves to be. We have to align the meditation with the view from which it is derived, or it merely reaffirms our conditioning.

To align with this new orientation, we only need to accept what life is offering. It is possible to simply stop believing in the validity of the view of separation and free it from its isolated position by bringing the view of separation itself into awareness. This means we are cued to the subtle pain caused by separation, and simply release the thought of separation without picking it back up, allowing the accompanying view to die with the thought. With the death of separation there is the birth of interconnection, and spiritual awakening is born within the view of connection.

Contraction, disappointment, dissatisfaction, denial, and all the variations of suffering are the reasons most of us search for a remedy. Ending our limited and isolated position is what motivates us to search for a spiritual cure in the first place. We feel restricted and defined within our pain, yet something inside us knows we are more than what we have taken ourselves to be. We would like to think that we could leave all the pain aside and go directly to the payoff of interconnectedness, but for most of us that is not the case.

One of the hardest lessons on any spiritual path is to understand that interconnection comes from the wisdom discovered through exposure to our pain, not in turning away from it. In discovering the origins of our suffering, we uncover how the self is created. We see the suffering is self-imposed and perpetuated by our unwillingness to look. The sense of “you” and “I” is created from our resistance to looking.

As the following chapter will illustrate, the more we understand the immediate context of our resistance, the more connected we are, and the less we suffer. The way through is to make the knot of our self-contraction conscious. As we see more, our doubts begin to vanish, and we find ourselves moving toward the inner pull of a connected life. Connection pulls us away from separation, and with the relinquishment of wrong view we understand there is no salvation through mutual funds.
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Finding Interconnection from the Pain of Contraction

The world we have made, as a result of the level of thinking we have done thus far, creates problems we cannot solve at the same level of thinking at which we created them.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

THE FIRST NOBLE TRUTH of the Buddha is not only an acknowledgment of conflict and struggle in our life,1 but an invitation to address them. The Buddha is saying in effect that the road to liberation lies through understanding how and why we suffer. He says very clearly: “I teach only suffering and its ending.”2 It is astonishing how often we miss this point and look for ways to obscure pain rather than address it as the central issue of our spiritual practice. It is as if the Buddha is pointing in one direction, and many of us choose to journey in another. The call of the Dharma is toward the difficult, not to find and rest within the comfortable. Each of us has the ability to immediately perceive why we are suffering, but many of us refuse to listen to this essential liberating feedback.

In a very telling sutta, the Buddha compares a spiritual practitioner who does not pick up on the signs of his own mind to an incompetent cook. He says such a cook does not care to listen to his employer. He makes whatever meal he wishes without any regard to his employer’s tastes or health. The Buddha says this is similar to someone who practices and is not aware of what his mind is doing. If his mind is contracted in pain, he goes off in whatever direction is most pleasing instead of attending to the self-inflicted difficulty.3

The information we need is always present within our mind. Generally we refuse to listen, not from obstinacy, but because our conditioning is to move away from rather than toward the unpleasant. The spiritual journey requires us to relearn this pattern. This is not an easy task, and it is far more appealing to forget or avoid our difficulties through the allures of worldly pleasure, but relearning this pattern is essential if we want our life to work in accordance with the vertical dimension.

Our resistance to reality, not reality itself, creates suffering. We will find difficulty within our resistance to every stratum of life; it is within the psychological, emotional, physical, and spiritual realms where we stand in opposition to what is actually occurring. Every one of these levels needs full attention and investigation. They are not hierarchical; the spiritual is not more significant than the psychological. What is important is the self-inflicted pain, not where it is found. We can be very skillful in processing pain on the spiritual level, and very incompetent on the emotional and psychological levels. Freedom is freedom on all levels, and the competent cook turns to the unfinished business wherever she finds it. To arrest the practice on any level is to become fixated and fearful. Each level is passed through until there is an abiding state of free fall.

As a way to avoid painful memories of our family of origin, many of us would prefer to bypass the stickiness of the psychological, and head straight to the spiritual. Spirituality can be used as a way to sidestep our problems and neuroses by heading toward a less painful place of emptiness where the self is no longer present. Wise View reminds us that interconnection requires all experience to be connected within awareness. All things are seen for what they are, and nothing can be bypassed or omitted. The psychological story transforms itself into emptiness through the willingness to see the story as untrue, not from our desire to get over our pain.

Many of us embody the energy fields of our parents. Having lived with them and reacted to them for years, we have ingested their energy into our own. The process occurs either by wanting to be like them or disowning them; either way our cells assume their energy. If they repulse us, we will struggle with these patterns, forcing them deeper into our emotional and physical systems. When enough tension is generated, we begin to act as they do; we have become our parents in action. Denial and protest do not help. What helps is seeing these patterns without the rigidity associated with their history.

Thinking within the horizontal universe reinforces the hold of that dimension. When reality is formed through our personal view, we attempt to think our way out of pain, which simultaneously maintains our story and perpetuates the pain. The sense-of-self only knows how to handle problems and proceed using its story, which is composed of thoughts and emotions that have formed around past failures and successes. Though a specific problem may be partially resolved through our tried-and-true methods of the past, conditioned responses will never end suffering. Problems end when we perceive the story and the storyteller as false assumptions.

We prefer to tackle one problem at a time, resolving the first before moving on to the next. This strategy is derived from the storyteller who attempts to perpetuate his purpose and meaning by resolving the difficulties of his story. Each resolved problem or failure confirms a growing self-image and adds a new chapter to our tale of woe or sense of nobility.

Working through our list of problems in a piecemeal approach does nothing to increase our understanding of the underlying formation of problems or the cause and cessation of our dissatisfaction. Buddhism looks underneath the story to see what supports its reality. Problems end when we have removed the support systems on which the story is built. In spiritual work, we do not try to take everything off the rug; we pull the rug out from everything on top of it.

Sometimes we attempt to work out a problem prior to being conscious within the problem. I often hear the questions, “When I become conscious, will I be passive and lose my passion? Will I be able to pay my bills or even care about making a living?” We attempt to resolve all our projected difficulties by worrying about the solution prior to becoming aware, rather than first becoming aware and seeing what is actually there. The mind tries to persuade us away from awareness by showing us what it thinks the problem is, but all problems are resolved within awareness, and to try and solve the issues before awareness occurs has very limited success.

We will try anything before we end our story and the accompanying self-image. We may attempt to bring in a spiritual point of view to trump the psychological difficulty by thinking, “This too is empty; this too shall pass,” but that is a spiritual ploy and a diversion from our pain. Pain needs our understanding, not our cunning. We cannot get over a difficulty by employing our spiritual intellect, but only through the means of bare attention. Awareness informs us of the harmless nature of the pain, the empty nature of the person in pain, and reveals the story to be as untrue as the storyteller.

To address the subject of pain and the contraction of self, we need a clear understanding of the nature of the self in pain. This understanding, working within Wise View, assures that we will not compound the conflict. The strategy the self uses to avoid problems is counterindicated when we see that the self’s true nature is empty of a solid and continuous entity. The sense-of-self causes its suffering through the avoidance of this understanding. The truth is “we” are insubstantial, but to come to that understanding requires knowing our mind thoroughly. To see the pain as empty, we enter the very heart of the pain itself. The way to end struggle is through the screams and fears that promote its reality. Suffering says, “This pain is not empty, it is happening to me!” We have to actually negate the truth of that perception.

Recently during a silent retreat in a very sound-controlled center, a woman with lung cancer started to cough. She could not stop coughing, and I saw the people sitting around her begin to stir. She realized she was causing a disturbance and left the room. I followed her out, placed my hands on her shoulders, and looked her in the eyes. I told her she was welcome to stay in the hall as long as she wanted, regardless of her coughing. It was up to each of us in the meditation hall to deal with our discomfort. I told her I appreciated her sensitivity to the group, but it was not her problem that we were annoyed. We discussed how disturbance is not caused by outside sounds but by internal reactions to perceived annoyances. I reminded her that we were meditating to learn and work with that fact, not to create a comfortable container of imperturbability.

Suffering is the desire for more choices than reality offers, but reality is without options. Our mind creates mental alternatives where there are none in reality, and we do so by bargaining with reality through our desires and fears. We might say, “I am irritated, this room is too cold, I want it warmer. As soon as this meditation is over, I will speak to the manager and get that temperature raised.” But the room in this moment is what it is and cannot be otherwise. The sense-of-self comes into play when we think reality can be altered. As we consider the options, we take ourselves out of the state of abiding within the moment into acting on the moment. When the moment becomes adversarial, we become self-invested and determined to do something about it. This creates the sense of someone being on one side and reality being on the other, as if life was happening to us.

The mind gives birth to the sense-of-self when we are disputing the conditions of reality. There are the more obvious conflicts involving our righteousness and anger, and the less noticeable irritants occurring within the sublevels of our routines, those seemingly subtle moments of aggravation, restlessness, worry, dullness, anxiety, and impatience that fill our day. This low-grade fever of self-agitation is the origin of much of our dissatisfaction. Almost unconsciously we incorporate it into the story line, and when left unattended it grows in intensity until the emotional drama erupts within consciousness.

Emotions can be the easiest points of entry for exploring the pain of contraction. The more we understand that an awakened life depends upon addressing “the pain of being me,” the more sensitive we become to its occurrence. The pain of contraction is where we remain unconscious to the story and the view the story feeds upon. We slowly awaken to each subtle contraction of the emerging sense-of-self by first knowing when it is arising, followed by the willingness to move toward it, and finally by observing its composition and origin.

SYMPTOM AND DISEASE

Let us look at a scenario of contraction from the personal through the impersonal, and frame the problem within Wise View. Notice as we go through this inquiry that what is being asked for is only our presence and our honest observation and courage. Wise View directs us headlong into the pain of the contraction because the pain is where we are unconsciously forming boundaries of self-protection, and it is from the unconscious that our story is validated.

All too frequently an unobserved thought projects an opinion, judgment, or conclusion onto a neutral situation. Emotions feed upon the thinking and become entangled in a personal story. Further thinking substantiates the emotions, and the story moves toward self-contraction and into a sorrowful conclusion; the world is separate and “I” am lonely and despairing within it.

As an example, I find myself judging, and I have learned as a meditator to be aware of judging. I see how continuous my judgments are, and I feel, as the Third Zen Patriarch says, “the burdensome act of judging.” At this level, awareness does not stop the judging but just observes the action and its effects. Wise View orients us toward connecting with the pain rather than acting it out. Interested in where this will lead, I become motivated toward deeper inquiry, and in relaxed attention I now see the judgment is being fed by a painful state of mind, a feeling of inadequacy simultaneously occurring with the judgment.

To remain with the act of judging without looking at the contracted pain that is driving it is like arresting your attention on coughing during an episode of pneumonia. The judgment is a symptom of a deeper level of disturbance. There is a choice as to whether to stay with the symptom or understand its cause, but since I have lived much of my life painfully acting out the judgment, I realize that the cure is with the pain that drives it, and I seek the more connected solution.

Judgment is often an attempt to cover over inadequacy, a rooted belief most of us assume to be true. It is important to note that judgment and the feeling of inadequacy are simultaneous experiences, and judgment is a reaction to the sense of being insufficient. Like a teeter-totter, if I can lower your image through my judgment, I can raise and enhance my own. The judgment gives me a brief respite from the pain of my belief, but over time the teeter-totter will continue to swing toward the weighted conditioning of my assumed inadequacy if left unobserved.

I begin to understand that awareness of judgment alone is not enough; judgment is a reaction to a compelling belief that needs my attention. I am now willing to enter the emotion of inadequacy and the self-assumptions that feed that perceived truth. “I” do not want to go here. I think these assumptions hold the real truth of who I am, and I have spent my entire life trying to avoid this truth. Most assumed truths about ourselves create overcompensating actions that try to dispel the truth by engaging in an alternative belief. The truth of my inadequacy has made me dependent on others for my sense of well-being, and I have become a workaholic and an overachiever to compensate for this inner pain. I have an unlimited need for approval and acceptance that is never satisfied no matter how much praise I achieve, because I simply do not believe the praise, I believe the inadequacy. In fact, much of my behavior throughout my life has been an attempt to counter my low self-esteem.

This observation is the salvation. I can no longer pretend that the pain is being caused by anyone or anything other than me. There are now two directions I can take this inquiry: either I can analyze my history for the roots of my conditioning and use that analysis to self-improve, or I can question the truth of the assumptions that hold the emotion in place. Questioning the truth of our assumed reality is more difficult than analyzing our history, because analysis is only an attempt to ameliorate the effects of the pain by showing it had outside causes, and questioning the assumptions uproots the beliefs that hold the pain in place.

The sense-of-I remains in control as it self-improves, and this subtly reinforces the base assumption of “me.” As long as a “me” remains in place, it will suffer within its definitions. When I inquire into the assumptions on which the self is based, I am tampering with its scaffolding, and this is frightening. We now enter the world of anatta, the selflessness behind all the images, presentations, and assumed beliefs of self.

At this point in our investigation we are witnessing how judgment is driven by our attitudinal posture to life, and our inquiry has become far richer than the understanding of a simple emotion. We see how there is both a verbal and an energetic quality to this posture. The verbal expression is our self-talk and how we keep thinking of ourselves as inadequate. This self-talk forms around the preverbal; the preverbal is the energy field that holds the view, purpose, and meaning of “me,” which is based upon the untested belief of my inadequacy. This psychic posture can be pleasant or unpleasant based upon the assumed belief. The sense-of-self does not care. What it cares about is being formed into someone, and the happy or unhappy nature of that someone is irrelevant.

If I see the assumption of inadequacy is untrue, then who am I? The sense-of-self knows where this is headed and recoils. Even though it is painful to live a life based on that assumption, still, do I really want to give it up? Isn’t it better to be a painful somebody than a lost nobody? This fear can be significant enough to dissuade us from further inquiry, and return us to self-analysis. The choice is not right or wrong. We do not shove our way through fear. The wisdom of knowing there are no other options allows us to enter fear, and that can take time.

There is one more boundary to face: feeling like being nobody is different than the realization of being nobody. One facet of this feeling, as mentioned above, is the existential longing for definition. Another facet is the inner critic and its fear component that constantly reevaluates our accomplishments and warns, “You are never going to be worth anything.” Both facets of this feeling are still being observed through the story-of-me. In both we remain outside our inadequacy looking in at its meaning. Realization moves past the words and images that have formed “us” within our story, jumps into the abyss, and becomes nothing—lives the nothing it once feared becoming. Faith, not will, guides this step. This is not the blind faith that God will catch us as we fall, but the recognition that there is nothing left to become.

This examination of the truth of the story-of-me can only be done in the immediacy of Now, at the juncture of the horizontal and vertical dimensions. It can only be accomplished through the trust of interconnectedness. Here and only here will the story end. “My” story can be modified from the horizontal dimension, but not invalidated. To nullify the story we must see the fabrication of the storyteller. The story, if it is observed to its end, will terminate with the uprooting of its central character, and that can only be accomplished through the light of the vertical dimension, in the immediacy of Now.

The immediacy of Now holds the story like the negative of a photograph. The forms of the photograph can be seen, but are simultaneously transparent. The translucent image holds both the ultimate truth of its emptiness (the fact that it is insubstantial) and the relative truth of the story’s meaning (the image that remains). The axes of the vertical and horizontal universes meet at the zero point. Before this inquiry began, we thought the story was the ultimate truth, but now we see it is not so.

From Now, neither the story nor the judgment can be maintained. Memories may come, emotions arise, but they do not form anything solid because Now does not hold a person as an entity; it sees through the transparency of experience. Awareness pours through the negative, making the sense-of-self two-dimensional. There is a threshold of ignorance necessary for a three-dimensional self to form, but in the unencumbered immediacy of Now that threshold is never reached. If there is any flinching from Now, the story springs back to life because that flinch is a movement of thought away from Now and a return to the horizontal truth of “me.”

Sometimes patterns of mind are so entrenched and hardened within their conditioning that the self keeps forming around them even though their empty nature has been seen. This is especially true for early childhood trauma. Patience and perseverance are needed. Focusing a relaxed and steady attention on these images will often bring up the residue of their origins. Skillfully backing away if the pain of the trauma becomes too intense, and moving forward patiently as memories are experienced and relinquished, will sometimes allow the entrapped images to be released from their moorings and set free.

Whatever the sense-of-self brings to the observation is too much. Opinions and knowledge weigh in on the story, adding or subtracting bits of information that darken the negative, making it opaque. We add content to awareness through our desire to remain embodied as a self, but when the content of life is empty, there is stillness. Release the need to think and all motion ceases; everything resumes its rightful place in the universe. The Buddha says as much in the following passage:

For one who clings, motion exists;

But for one who clings not, there is no motion.

Where no motion is, there is stillness.

Where stillness is, there is no craving.

Where no craving is,

There is neither coming nor going.

Where neither coming nor going is,

There is neither arising nor passing away.

Where neither arising nor passing away is,

There is neither this world, nor a world beyond,

Nor a state between.

This, verily, is the end of suffering.4

RADICAL ACCOUNTABILITY

As a child I would make rock candy by supersaturating sugar water and letting it cool. I would insert a string in the liquid, and the crystals of sugar would form around the string. The string is analogous to our suffering. The sense-of-self needs the string of our contraction to form itself around. We remain in solution without that shaping element of conflict. Selflessness requires an ongoing exploration of conflict and where we are forming around conflict moment after moment, just as the sugar water does with the string. We learn to investigate when we feel the slightest tension or resistance in body, speech, or mind.

Emotions cue us toward that investigation. Thought is often a reaction to an emotion and is an attempt to justify the experience of an emotion. As thoughts attempt to explain why we are feeling what we are feeling, they further seed the emotion by tagging the emotion to someone or something responsible for giving it to us. The emotion then feeds off the explanation, which drives more emotion and eventually more thinking. These explanations and accompanying emotions compound themselves into a new tale about what we must do to get out of the emotion. These separate emotional incidents usually feed upon, and further feed, a general overall attitude contained within the story of our life. This attitude forms into a perceptual orientation to life and reinforces a conditioned way of perceiving others and ourselves.

Circular thinking is a case in point. Most of us have had the experience of going around and around in our thinking without conclusion, and yet we often do not perceive that the thinking is being driven by an unnoticed emotion. The thinking is trying to solve the emotion, but the emotion is unconscious, so the thinking continues to spin out of control. An emotion is not caused by an external event; the mind assigns an emotion to an external event. The confusion is resolved when we focus on the emotion and let it be what it is, while at the same time releasing the need to think our way out of the emotion.

There is no single cause for any event. Events arise dependent upon many factors, with everything in the universe colluding to make a single incident occur. The Buddha speaks about it this way: “Just as, monks, when rain descends heavily upon some mountaintop, the water flows down along with the slope, and fills the clefts, gullies, and creeks; these being filled fill up the pools; these being filled fill up the ponds; these being filled fill up the streams; these being filled fill up the rivers; and the rivers being filled fill up the great ocean.”5 In this way, the Buddha states, each event is the supporting condition for the next arising.

For example, the obvious condition for snow is a particular weather pattern that holds the right composite of temperature, humidity, and air pressure. The conditions that lead to those factors are infinite, including the subtle air-currents created by each of us as we move through space. Given that, which of the infinite conditions will we blame as the causal factor? Everything influences everything else because everything is interconnected. A recent bumper sticker said it this way: “Blame it on the butterfly in Argentina.”

The mind becomes desperate to get away from the implications of having an unpleasant emotion. We say, “You make me angry.” Saying this, the anger does not incriminate us. In fact, if I can get rid of you, my problem with the anger will be solved. Even though many of us are sophisticated enough to intellectually know “you” do not make “me” angry, our emotional intelligence operates from this premise.

When we believe, “You make me angry (or make me anything else),” the world is severed in two. This leakage of blame around every unsettling emotion creates havoc with the rest of our life. The emotional reaction is an unobserved contraction of pain that leads to further divisive interactions. When not investigated, these externalized reactions become the forerunner of all projections, hatred, prejudice, envy, jealousy, and aggression.

During my time as director of a hospice program, we had a patient, Louise, who was a Holocaust survivor and the object of medical experimentation during her captivity. Louise came to us in the final stages of her liver cancer with considerable ascites, a condition where large quantities of fluid build in the abdominal area, often with significant discomfort to the patient. This requires a physician to draw the fluid out of the abdomen with a large needle, and as the needle moved toward her midsection, Louise went into posttraumatic distress from her years of imprisonment. With hospice staff on either side calling her back to the present, “Louise, you are here, come back, stay here Louise, feel my hand,” she was able to endure the episode.

Louise’s mind created its momentary reality from the pain of the past. The latent memory of her terror as a young woman was unleashed during this process. The ambiance and context of this outpatient procedure was completely different than the memory, but the emotional linkage between the two was fixed within her mind. The mind’s projection was so strong that Louise was reliving the horror of her youth. With persistence, the hospice staff was able to call her back to the present. As she oriented herself to the reality of Now, her emotional drama became less convincing.

Everyone knows the power of projection when we are afraid. Fear is being afraid of what might happen, not of what is happening. Emotions have their own logic, distant from the truth of the moment. The here and now does not argue with the emotional rationale; it quiets the emotions by taking away the story line that is essential for emotional escalation.

In a less obvious way, the mind also contracts around pleasant emotions. The contraction due to pleasant situations is even less noticeable because we are not trying to avoid the pleasure but instead indulge it. In avoidance, we are attempting to speed time up and get over the problem, and when we indulge we are trying to slow time down and wallow a little longer. Either way we are not allowing the moment to move as it naturally does, and that is the definition of suffering.

In pleasure, as in pain, we often project the emotion outward by saying, “You make me happy,” and then hold that object accountable for maintaining “my” happiness. Meanwhile the emotion is changing in intensity and tone, becoming something other than what it was, and at a certain point we become disenchanted with the object or person for letting us down.

Romantic love is a good example of this dynamic. During a romantic involvement we often become attached to the person because we project the loved person as the reason for the arising of love in us. We think our love is coming from him, and if we lost him we would be severed from love. Since the state of love is so compelling, we attempt to possess the person responsible for “giving us” the emotion of love, rather than allowing the love that is intrinsic to our being to blossom free of any attachment.

Radical accountability demands sealing off any and all projections and being fully accountable for our inner life by closing down all escape routes. This is an essential understanding for a free mind. We refuse to allow the mind any leeway or option to externalize its problems. In radical accountability we say, “I pain myself, I frustrate myself, and I depress myself,” because any leakage away from total accountability invalidates the Buddha’s teaching on suffering and its cause. Interconnectedness is impossible when we fight external influences because we think they are causing our emotions. The less projection, the less we suffer, and the more connected we become.

Once we seal off external blame, there is still the temptation to blame “me” for the events occurring. “I” am the responsible party; it is “my” entire fault. These thoughts will be quickly reinforced by whatever remains of our self-inadequacy. The self would love to reinforce that weakened image with this argument, but having become familiar with how the mind creates the sense-of-self from emotional reactivity, awareness refuses to rebuild this once-powerful image.

With radical accountability all emotions are observed as experiences only, pointing nowhere, implicating no one, and signifying nothing. Though it is no one’s fault that we have an emotion, it is still essential to hold the emotion fully within awareness without wavering. Emotions need observation and allowance, not our analysis or fixation. The story that accompanies the emotion dies with accountability. The story was never true to begin with; we needed it to provide relief from the pain of being “me.” Though we did not know it at the time, sustaining the story’s untruth through inattention was causing even greater suffering than if we had allowed the pain to express itself in awareness. Radical accountability begins to shift our focus from the horizontal plane of complaint and argument to the vertical plane of open wonderment.

REVERSE CUES

Radical accountability allows all experience to be itself. As shown in the first chapter, awareness knows the difference between the experience and the mind’s overlay of opinions and ideas about the experience. Whatever mental interpretation the experience holds is a projection of mind. Developing a correct orientation to experience by releasing the mental explanation is the first requirement of accountability. As directed by Wise View, the basic orientation is toward experience, opening and connecting with, rather than escaping from, whatever arises.

There are times when skillful avoidance is the strategy of choice. As mentioned earlier, people with abusive and charged histories or those who have episodes of intense fear often need infinite patience to heal from deeply traumatic wounds. Sometimes therapies, psychological tools, and prescribed medications may aid the journey of turning the awareness gently toward this memory, however slowly. The timing is up to the individual, and they should never be pressured or compelled. The point is that we use everything at our disposal to increase our understanding of fear and soften its impact. We lead with our gentleness and self-kindness all along the way.

As we become more familiar with the sense of presence within connection and with the pain of separation, a natural turning begins to occur. The more time we spend being awake, the more wakefulness asserts itself through our intentions. As Narayan, one of my teaching colleagues, says, “Presence becomes an acquired taste.” It feels joyful to be awake, and the mind slowly learns to trust its own quietude and persistently moves into difficult emotional experiences with ease. This leads to stronger intention toward Wise View and more presence. The progression is geometric, compounding upon itself.

We may continue to slip back into the trance of our story, but slowly the pain of separation becomes intolerable. A tool that can be helpful in accelerating the transition toward Wise View is reverse cueing. A reverse cue is using an experience, usually an emotion, which normally induces us to separate from a situation, to turn toward it instead. An example would be anger. Anger can only be maintained from unwise view; if anger remains unconscious and projected out, we will reinforce its conditioning. The arising of anger is a signal that we are operating within unwise view, and anger then becomes a cue to drop the object of our wrath and connect with the emotion. Reverse cueing anger or any emotion requires becoming more sensitive to the pain of that emotion and being radically accountable for its presence.

The self-righteousness of anger makes it very difficult to let it go. We love the power of being right, perhaps even more than we loathe the burning pain of the anger. The Buddha calls this righteousness “the poison arrow of anger with its honey-sweet tip.” The next time you are angry with someone, you might try the difficult but possible task of listening to the other person’s side of the story. Our ability to listen is directly related to our ability to switch views. To listen to the person requires we drop our righteous view, and since anger cannot be sustained without righteousness, it falls away. Reverse cueing only works if the intention to connect is stronger than the motivation to remain separate and within our story.

Most of the disconnecting emotions cannot be maintained within the interconnectedness of Wise View. Comparison, judgment, envy, jealousy, impatience, and arrogance are all sustained through the story of our separation. When these divisive emotions arise, say to yourself, “Not two.” “Not two” means that I am misperceiving unity, and cuts the escalating drama by reminding us to connect with, rather than act from, the emotion. Challenge whatever belief remains in the story by asking, “What part of this story is projection? Am I being radically accountable?” We will see that all stories are conjectures of mind.

Finally, look at the pain within your mind that led to the disconnection in the first place. What emotional assumption perpetuated this pain and what residue remains—unworthiness, inadequacy, discontent, insufficiency, despair, or loneliness? Investigate and walk it back, level after level, until it dissolves into emptiness. Once the pain is divorced from the story-of-me, its scaffolding is undermined. We allow the emotion to return to nothing by adding nothing to it all along the way.

A story that poignantly demonstrates this turnaround was recounted to me during an interview on retreat. Rebecca spoke of her seven-year-old son who was swinging on parallel bars on his school playground during recess. A class bully pulled on the boy’s dangling legs while he hung on the bars, forcing him to fall to the hardened surface headfirst. The injured boy got up, ran home, fell into Rebecca’s arms, passed out, and died on the way to the hospital.

Two weeks after her son’s death, Rebecca heard that the class was harassing the child responsible for this incident. She went to the classroom and told the entire class to befriend this child, saying, “I will not have my son’s death create additional tragedy for another child.”

I have enormous admiration for Rebecca’s courage and integrity. Few of us could bring forth that degree of radical accountability, and yet that is what her heart required her to do. Such stories inspire us to work toward a final resolution of the division and separation in our own hearts. We can start with the small, seemingly minor, everyday irritations, using them as basic cues to turn and meet the experience fully. At some point in our maturation, turning away from our emotions and toward further separation is no longer acceptable.

What about the positive connecting emotions such as generosity, friendliness, trust, patience, etc.? If we examine these emotions carefully, we will often find a trace of self within their manifestation. The “I” may be caught between the two competing motives of altruism and wanting to be appreciated. We become interested in observing the residue of self within our actions by asking, “What do I want out of this?” then looking at the pain behind that wanting. Pain at any level of subtlety becomes intolerable to the heart. This investigation continues until there is no doer of the deed and no one claiming responsibility for the action taken.

This entire chapter has used the tool of investigation to understand the nature of the self in pain. A key component of awakening is investigation. We see how essential it is to explore pain, regardless of where the examination takes us. Investigation is like a bloodhound that picks up the scent of pain and will not rest until it is completely exposed. Questioning becomes the mechanism for bringing conscious attention into the darkened areas of the unconscious, and this engages the heart in the process. It is a tool that can be used anywhere, at any time, toward any experience, to open us beyond our ideas and opinions. Let us see how this works.
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Questioning the Known

It is important that students bring a certain ragamuffin, barefoot irreverence to their studies. They are not here to worship what is known, but to question it.

—JACOB BRONOWSKI

ONE OF THE beautiful aspects of a spiritual path based within Wise View is that it can be implemented anywhere at any time. Changing perceptions from the horizontal to the vertical dimension does not require a unique set of circumstances. Selflessness is the reality; the sense-of-self is the abstraction. The willingness to step out of self-deception is Wise View, and that can happen whenever and wherever we become conscious of the pain of self-contraction. We need a reliable method to enter and explore the turbulence of lay life, and as we saw when we explored judgment in the last chapter, investigation is an essential tool. In the multitasking world we live in, investigation allows us to focus on areas of contraction in the middle of our busy life.

One area of self-contraction that is frequently overlooked is our intolerance for the views of others. Hospice programs pride themselves on their commitment to serving everyone equally without prejudice or intolerance, and as a hospice director it was my job to hold our program to that value. During my tenure, an extremely fundamentalist Christian group wanted to partner their volunteers with our professional services to offer hospice to the dying members of their congregation. Much to my surprise, when I brought this proposal to our hospice staff, they initially refused. Our staff complained about the group’s mission to proselytize and convert all “outsiders,” and the hospice staff did not want that additional pressure in their jobs. As a hospice we expose our intolerance whenever we limit patient access, and here was a situation where closing our hospice doors would also be closing our hearts. After a great deal of discussion we agreed to accept the Christian group’s offer.

Many of us think of ourselves as open-minded, but for some, receptivity is limited to those who share our value of tolerance, not to those who are closed-minded. Real openness is unconditional, equally receptive to all. One evening my wife, Ellen, was listening to a controversial talk-show host on the radio when I came home, tired and somewhat irritable. Annoyed with what I was hearing, I asked why she was listening to that nonsense. She responded that she wanted to understand the basis for the commentator’s views. I felt humbled.

We hold the world in place through our narrow-mindedness. When we form a set view or entrenched opinion, we can easily close down to all counterarguments. The space that was once available when we were considering the various alternatives and before we reached a conclusion now becomes limited by our assumption. Once we have settled with a solution we are no longer open to the process of learning, and our explanations have limited our mind from perceiving anything new.

Since our being and life are not two different events, life can never be known for what it truly is, only for what the mind makes it as it fractures life into an objective experience. To counter the tendency of mind to objectify life into something through the conclusions it forms, an authentic spiritual path eliminates all constructions of mind by questioning those formations. A question breaks down the very construction the mind is attempting to place between itself and the world.

A question invites innocence and renewal; it invites a new way of looking that is free of past contamination. When we question, we do not know the answer and are genuinely open to whatever is revealed. The sense-of-self forms conclusions because it fears living within the ambiguity of a question. Questions are moments of wonderment but do not provide the security of assurance that the self seeks. As we journey along our spiritual path, we become more willing to move from mental certainty to the open amazement of not knowing.

In the beginning of spiritual practice, we use a tradition, teacher, and technique to offer us some certainty that our hard work is justified. If others have succeeded and this is the way they did it, then maybe it will work for us. At this stage we need certainty to alleviate our doubt and are probably not ready to cast everything aside and plunge into a question. Spiritual practices in general stabilize our world so it can be explored.

Though questioning requires a platform of stability, it threatens that stability as well. The paradox is that we can only move forward when our security is threatened, because we are never further from the truth than when we are certain. Ignorance can be detected within the conclusion of any position. When we conclude a final answer, life is no longer in movement and has become fixed within our mind. Certainty often indicates guardedness and fear, and depicts a boundary we refuse to cross.

One area we are least likely to question is our defined reality: if I know anything, I know the agreed-upon reality of this moment—you there, the space that lies between us, and me here. Our reality provides firm and stable footing and is a safety net that is not to be questioned. Questions come from that base of certainty, which means they come from our stance of fear. Questions are rarely directed toward our reality because that is far too frightening. If we ask questions about our reality at all, it is through scientific experiments, where the scientist escapes the implications of the results by remaining the detached recorder.

Asking questions requires an attitude of nonconformity. Conformity gives away the freewheeling attitude of inquiry for the benefit of safety. When we conform, our motivation is to be righteous, not free, and dogma soon follows. The Buddha warns against conformity and encourages free inquiry in his famous Kalama Sutta.1

The Kalamas were a clan living in India who had a number of spiritual teachers pass through their town, each offering their often-conflicting advice. The Kalamas are confused about how to tell skillful teaching from unskillful teaching, and they ask the Buddha for advice. The Buddha replies: “Now, Kalamas, don’t go by reports, by legends, by traditions, by scripture, by logical conjecture, by inference, by analogies, by agreement through pondering views, by probability, or by the thought, ‘This contemplative is our teacher.’ When you know for yourselves that ‘These qualities are skillful; these qualities are blameless; these qualities are praised by the wise; these qualities, when adopted and carried out, lead to your welfare and to happiness’—then you should enter and remain in them.”2

The Buddha is suggesting that we question all teaching, including his own, until it becomes realized as truth. He is pointing to realization as our only guide. Questioning empowers us to look critically at what we have been told, and nothing is sacrosanct. We question everything we are afraid to ask, because the only entry into truth is through our trust and confidence born from wisdom. In essence the Buddha is saying our only loyalty is to the realized truth.

Many of us have closeted areas we refuse to open: dark family secrets, shadowed areas of our psyche, secret activities, impulses we hold with terror. It might be useful to turn a gentle question toward those hiding places and begin to shine a little attention upon them. What we fear to question is where we are afraid to be known. Our attention, garnered through questioning, allows the unconscious to become conscious, and this keeps us alive and our options open.

A natural crisis begins to develop between the security our image holds as part of our self-definition and the insecurity of questioning that image. We would love our self-questioning to confirm what we already know, and therefore threaten nothing. We sense investigating our image could be a dangerous exploration, and we attempt to regulate what we fear we will see by developing a justification for its presence. Our defense mechanisms can work overtime mediating the influence of our honest self-awareness. If we give over to our defensiveness, we end up seeing and understanding only what we already know: listening to the world, we hear our own opinions; viewing the world, we see our own conditioning. Nothing changes, because our resistance will not allow us to see through the screen of our conditioning.

We can pull out of any question, at any time, at any level, and our personal story is always there to catch our fall. Our narrative holds all our explanations, but it has no wonder. The sincere spiritual question does not stop until there is wonder. The question drops like a stone into a pool of water and keeps falling, moving toward greater stillness and a bottomless wonder. All along the way our fear-boundaries are exposed until we stand defenseless against the question.

For a few years I was privileged to live at Wat Suan Mok (the Garden of Liberation) in Thailand under the guidance of the abbot, Ajahn Buddhadassa. He was a remarkable man in many ways, but what impressed me most was his unrelenting Dharma integrity. He never compromised the truth as he saw it. Once a wealthy man from Bangkok approached him and offered to build a grand temple full of Buddha statues. Ajahn Buddhadassa would not allow Buddha statues in his monastery and suggested to the man that the real Buddha was within the natural environment. He told the man that if he wanted to bow to something, he should bow to a rock. The man kept insisting his money could help the monastery, until Ajahn Buddhadassa suggested he take his money and throw it off a cliff.

The rigor of Ajahn Buddhadassa’s honesty and commitment to integrity coupled with the lion’s roar of the Kalama Sutta offers us a clear guide for establishing an uncompromising quality to our questioning. Questions must be ruthless in order to delve deeply beyond our conformity, and cannot be based on the defense of an image or any other expected result. When we ask a Dharma question, we have no idea where the question will take us or what we will see along the way.

Questioning keeps mindfulness a growing experience by placing awareness in a state of discovery. The Tibetans engage in Dharma combat, hurling questions at each other with playful glee. The Zen student mulls over an imponderable koan to confront her intellect and expose herself to the mystery. The student of Insight Meditation is afire within the creative amazement of “What is this?” Each student finds within his own tradition access to the sacred through that particular tradition’s form of questioning.

ASKING WISE QUESTIONS

Early in my training as a Buddhist monk in Burma, I struggled with overexertion of effort. I tried very hard to be continuously mindful, often sleeping only four hours a night, but no matter what degree of effort I was making, my Burmese teacher would close out every interview with “Please try harder.” Finally the tension became more than I could bear, and I left Burma for Thailand and settled into a Thai forest monastery to explore this question of effort.

I entered the question of effort through the pain of my tension. I did not rush to a teacher to get a quick fix for my problem, but patiently explored the pain without knowing where it would lead. Effort had always been my avenue for success. I may not have had the intelligence or ability of others, but I could usually trump whatever I was lacking with my dogged determination. As I explored effort, I saw that much of my tension came from a need to succeed, and until I addressed that urge, the impulse to improve would be behind all my spiritual labor. As I explored the desire to achieve, the psychological pain of unworthiness that had been driving the effort surfaced. Other questions arose, like “Where is all this effort taking me?” and “How will I know when I get there?” I realized from these questions that I had no idea where my effort was pointing and no blueprint or arrival information. All I had was what other people had told me, and that just led to more confusion and striving. Perhaps the most disturbing understanding that arose through this line of inquiry was that I was on my own, and I now realized I was hopelessly lost.

The pain of feeling lost drove me deeper: “How could I be lost, when here I am?” “What was I trying to find if not, ‘Here I am’?” “How could I be lost and found at the same time?” Then these questions started focusing on a slightly different inquiry: “Who is the self that is here?” Someone had written down the twelve links of dependent origination (paticca-samuppada),3 which is the Buddha’s essential teaching of the arising of the phenomenon of self, and I used those steps, link by link, to experience the origin of the sense-of-me. At some point even this instruction fell away, and the arising and passing of self was all that remained. The questions had died into the nothingness of the answer.

These lines of questioning were not philosophical because I was being driven by a deep yearning to realize the truth. I did not want anyone telling, teaching, instructing, or encouraging me toward anything. I was fed up with allowing other people to drive my practice. Most of all I was fed up with my intellect and its vain attempt to take away my heart-driven questions, the only thing I had that was truly mine, and replace them with known answers. Until I arrived in Thailand I was not living my own questions, instead I was practicing what others had seen.

I began to fall in love with the mystery of not knowing. Early on, not knowing was a state to pass over as quickly as possible because it was confusing and disorienting, and I felt too exposed if I did not know the answer. Through this inquiry I discovered that I had wanted to know the moment, but not live the moment, and there was an inherent struggle in the need to know because there was always more to know. If my highest priority was living without conflict, then I would have to give up even the need to know the moment. I noticed that over time as I posed more questions, I started to appreciate living the question rather than having the answer. I was most alive in the wonder of the curiosity that existed before the answer became known.

We gather information and sharpen our intellect to authenticate and differentiate, so surrendering the need to know is difficult because it relinquishes the boundary that separates the known from the knower. Knowing confirms our place in the world, robbing life of interest and curiosity. While the unknown is a living reality, the known abides in the abstract world of thought.

Questioning comes from the heart and is driven by the need to live without restrictions. The intellect attempts to establish security by defining what everything is; the heart sees all definition as a limitation and moves to free itself from that restriction through questioning. Wherever the heart perceives limitation it swoops in and asks, “What is happening here?”

Questions are free to roam beyond areas of self-inflicted pain, and can be driven by a simple interest, a point of curiosity, or the urge to understand. What all spiritual questions have in common is the compelling force of discovery, the willingness to put aside everything for the sake of wonderment, and the reluctance to be satisfied with a secondhand answer from our intellect. Questioning is relentless, but not armored or violent, and will go anywhere, in innocence, wondering freely, and quiet unto itself.

Before he became the Buddha, the young prince Siddhartha journeyed forth from his protective dwelling and saw an old man, a corpse, a dying man, and an ascetic. What he saw caused questions to form in the young man’s heart and became so compelling he left the safety of his castle and went headlong into the mysteries of life. The questions “What is illness, what is death, and who dies?” drove him to awakening.

The Buddha understood investigation as one of the factors of awakening, fundamental to moving from the horizontal to the vertical dimension. He so highly prized investigation that he calls it the Fourth Foundation of Mindfulness,4 sometimes referred to as Contemplation of the Dharma. Contemplation of the Dharma is holding a questioning attitude toward all things and resting on the certainty of nothing.

The tool of investigation is meant to explore the limitations of the view we are in, but if the language we use to investigate comes from our current view, it will corrupt our discovery. We cannot ascend to new heights using the same language as the base camp, or we would be reaffirming our old view even as we aspire toward the new.

To look more closely at the subtlety of asking a wise question, let us return for a moment to the analogy of the perpendicular universes. The horizontal dimension articulates a question very differently from the vertical dimension. The horizontal asks, “How do I get over my anger?” “When will I be enlightened?” “How do I maintain this?” “Why do I have restlessness?” Questions of comparison, evaluation, distance, and time can only be asked based on the assumption of the truth of separation, not from interconnection. It becomes apparent that the language we use to explore and pose questions becomes critically important because it freezes us in a particular relationship to the problem and solution.

Questions around how, when, or why are very delicate. They seem to indicate sincerity, but are actually founded on the horizontal assumption of a person having a real problem that needs a solution. They are questions from unwise view. Questions starting with “who” or “what” can be framed so they do not lure the question away from the simple observation of what is actually happening.

We may also start by looking at the assumptions of our spiritual practice. Are we willing to examine the suppositions on which our practice is based? If so, pose these questions gently: Rather than assuming the “I” is true, ask “Who am I?” Rather than working from certainty, ask “What is this?” Rather than believing the story-of-me, ask “Is this true?” Watch the tone or attitude of the question. Is there any pressure, frustration, or doubt? If what is behind the question is based on an assumed belief in self, the question will not provide authentic insight. Just ask and look, adding nothing to the question or to what is observed.

Other forms of questioning can turn the curiosity back on itself by inquiring, “Who is asking this question?” which flushes out any form of identification with the questioner. This will reveal any residual identification the sense-of-self has with the wonder generated by the question. Or as one teacher suggests, try asking, “What is seeing through our eyes?”—not what is being seen, but what is seeing. This question reframes the awareness away from any form the awareness takes.

There is a further step to the inquiry, “Who am I?” As awareness probes this question, it cannot land on an answer and is left with either no answer or the sense of not knowing. The “nothing” that awareness discovers from this form of inquiry is usually not overwhelming to the mind, confusing perhaps, but not necessarily fearful. This “nothing” can be sensed viscerally in the body as pure awareness. It is very useful to embody that nothingness and feel the qualitative shift between being someone and being no one. A further question may arise: “Which is more fundamentally true, the someone who has a limited life span or the no one who cannot die?”

In the Hindu Upanishads it is written: “Not that which the eye sees, but that whereby the eye can see. Know that alone is Brahman, the eternal, and not what people here adore. Not that which the ear hears, but that whereby the ear can hear . . . not that that is known, but that whereby something can be known, not that which the mind thinks, but that whereby the mind can think.”

THE VERTICAL QUESTION

The vertical universe is unformed within stillness. A question is an entry into the vertical dimension because the nature of a question is unfixed and wide open, and therefore unformed. It shatters our worldview and is the essence of the Buddha’s pointing, “Cling to naught.” The state of inquiry is a return to innocence because it is a complete suspending of everything that is known.

There is no way for the sense-of-self to acquire that stillness. Stillness is what remains after we stop trying to find it, and therefore there is no strategy we can impose in order to stop; there is just stopping. In stopping everything is its own fulfillment. Restlessness, wanting, fearing are all fulfilled in stopping. In the vertical dimension these states of mind become complete in Now because they have lost their unconscious reference to a personal narrative and are no longer tied to aversion or wanting.

In the horizontal universe these states of mind are fulfilled only after we obtain what we want. Satisfaction occurs after states of mind have completed their mission, after we find what we need to offset the emotional hunger. If the horizontal stops at all, it is temporary and conditional upon discovering the objects that will allow us to feel satiated. We begin to recognize that horizontal language produces a conditional and incomplete stopping, and therefore remains ultimately unsatisfactory. We perceive horizontal longings as irresolvable and their language as misguided untruths. We even mistrust our desires and their fulfillment. We feel cornered and lost with nowhere to go, because it makes no sense to resume the language of an unconvincing thought. Stopping is what happens when we have nowhere to go and no thought to turn toward.

The mind that is in movement on the horizontal plane sets the stage for our suffering to be unnecessarily lengthened. The horizontal dimension believes idle time is wasted time, and if we are not struggling to satisfy our desires we are slipping backward. The intention of the mind is to go anywhere, but not to stop here. The journey away from here fosters hope that rallies our energy and interest, and keeps us leaning into tomorrow where our wanting can be satisfied. The mind will not allow itself to rest because to rest means it has run out of answers and has no solution to its dissatisfaction. It would then be helpless in the face of a problem of its own creation.

Occasionally my wife, Ellen, will ask me to attend to a difficulty she is having. Usually I will listen and come up with a solution, but my quick response does not usually satisfy Ellen because her intention is to have me accompany her within the problem rather than solve it. In my more worldly moments, my mind can look at problems as an imposition, something to get over; her mind looks at problems as a method for connecting and working together. She is using a problem to move us vertically, and I am using it to clean up the horizontal mess. Both dimensional responses have their time and place, but we need to be aware of which axis we are acting from so there can be flexibility between options.

What do we know about the problem we are trying to solve? We often try to solve a problem before we understand it. We want to get over the problem, but not enter it. We can enter the problem by asking, “What is happening here?” We then experience the dynamics of the problem itself, the resistance that forms it, and the aversion that sustains it. We move from the horizontal assumption that the problem is real and needs a solution to the vertical truth of its transparency. We stop moving from it, and look at it. Creativity is replaced with conformity and habit.

The vertical question is a question that confronts a struggle with the option of stopping. During the course of spiritual training, most of us become inspired by words that point to an alternative way of living, words such as “love,” “contentment,” “authenticity,” “joy,” “peace,” and “patience.” The reason these words inspire us is because they are words that have stopped, and are qualities of the vertical universe. Though the horizontal universe may attempt to lure us away with substitutes, the condition of complete rest is what entices our heart.

To discover our entry point into the vertical question of the heart, we need only know our spiritual inclination. What word or phrase calls our heart out of hiding? What word offers the satisfaction of rest? The word is usually individually determined, and therefore cannot be given by another.

In my early years of practice, I was deeply interested in the word “contentment.” It held an imponderable question: “Where is contentment in this moment?” When I looked inside, I did not see much ease and well-being. In fact the reverse was true; I seemed to personify the lack of contentment. Yet the word “contentment” motivated a very early inquiry to discover an alternative to the madness I was experiencing.

Where was this contentment promised by so many Dharma talks and teachings? Wherever I looked, the word seemed to reveal its opposite. At times I did feel deep states of ease, but these were more the exception than the rule. It dawned on me that maybe the word did not point to a state of mind, because all states of mind were unreliable and forever changing. Maybe the contentment I was seeking was in whatever held the state of discontentment. The awareness that held whatever arose in the mind did not seem like a state of mind in and of itself. Things changed within it, but it did not change. The more there was abiding within awareness, the more this true contentment became known.

The vertical question surrounds the changing states of mind with profound stillness. The question holds whatever is in motion with stillness, and frames the motion with stopping. The sense-of-self has a choice to go with either the motion or the stopping. If we have chosen a wise question that resonates with our true desire for absolute contentment, then the question will drop us in stillness.

In the midst of tension we might ask, “Where is ease in this moment?” In the middle of despair, “Where is joy here and now?” During episodes of stress, “Where is the stopping?” And in the throes of an argument, “Where is love?” Each question is posed from the intention of the heart that sees the limitation and pain inherent in the reactivity.

These are not questions for contemplation; they are questions for living our intention. To move these questions into a consideration or a reflection is to send them back to the horizontal universe and forces us to resolve them in the future, reinforcing the sense-of-self. The words drop us into an open wonderment that is inherent to our being. We no longer identify with the petty squabbles that hold the words at bay, and once we are within wonderment, the words drops away by themselves.

We constantly need to question every aspect of our existence because life continually encircles us with patterns of conformity and social pressure. Using life as an open question breaks through those staid patterns and unconscious reactions. This purifies our intentions, and ultimately it is our intentions that drive awakening.
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Selfless Intention

Listen, are you breathing just a little and calling it a life?

—MARY OLIVER

THERE IS AN important but often overlooked element in self-transformation that is behind the scenes driving the entire spiritual path, and that is the sincerity of the practitioner. The path can deviate away from self-understanding toward self-deception at any moment, and sincerity makes the choice to follow the divergence or stay the course. The mark of sincerity is passion for the truth.

The Dharma can become faddish when it is too available, and it may be too accessible in the West. One friend of mine refused to go to a meditation retreat because he did not want to share a room. The days when a prospective meditator would stand outside a Zen temple in the snow waiting for the approval of the roshi to enter are mostly gone. Such behavior, extreme as it was, did indicate sincerity. A lack of sincerity is driven by a weak intention; we want the truth but on our terms and preferably without austerity. Competing interests not only weaken our resolve but also indicate a consciousness divided between self-indulgence and an authentic yearning for freedom.

The more immoderate we are in our sense pleasures the duller we become, and the more our life becomes self-focused away from self-discovery. We like the idea of awakening, but we love the experience of indulging. Sincerity is formed through the reversal of that couplet. Most of our efforts are toward worldly happiness, but the more we try to obtain that elusive goal, the further it seems to recede. After the pain of countless up-and-down swings from happiness to disappointment, many of us are forced to ask, “Have I had enough?” This may be the first sincere Dharma question of our life.

The question of having suffered enough can be framed in different ways. “What is important in this life?” is the same sincere question from a different angle. The Dharma begins with a thorough and honest assessment, calling on us to lead with honesty and admit the rationale and motivation for what we are doing. It is sobering to take inventory, to see what governs our activities of body, speech, and mind, and to see how selfishly and superficially many of us live.

The Dharma is asking for our complete dedication. We more easily offer our commitment because it does not require our full participation and awareness. Commitment is showing up bodily, while dedication is showing up mentally. As long as we are there in body, commitment is satisfied, but dedication is entirely different and asks for both bodily commitment and mental presence. As an example, if a married couple stays together until they die, their commitment to marriage is fulfilled, but being present within their marriage is where many people pull back in hesitation.

It is said that before the Buddha awakened, he sat down and established the intention that he would not get up until he was fully realized. In that moment the power of his dedication aligned his mind, heart, and body, and there was no glancing or wandering away from the moment. I believe that resolved intention was his enlightenment. He was “here and now” to stay. What we renounce in Dharma practice is a partial heart, because such an unresolved presence is an incomplete embrace of the moment.

Being partially present within the moment is due to competing intentions. We are casting part of our awareness in the direction of thought and part of our awareness in the here and now. Nothing feels less fulfilling than when someone partially listens to us, his eyes fixed upon us but his mind lost in his own thoughts. Until there is complete dedication to being in the same place and time as our body, our life is incomplete and irresolute. This dedication requires the understanding that we are not needed anywhere but now, and our only purpose for being is here. Such dedication allows us to awaken out of ourselves into the whole.

My wife, Ellen, and I were spending our first vacation in many years on the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. In the back of my mind was a keen desire to swim with the dolphins if the chance arose, and after several days of swimming and snorkeling, I saw a pamphlet advertising the opportunity. We arrived at the location, and I saw immediately that this place was not going to satisfy my desire to make a real-life connection with a dolphin, because the dolphins were being trained to perform tricks for the tourists such as propelling people through the water by pushing their feet. My intention to connect continued and was not to be denied, but I would have to find another way to make contact since the offered option seemed disrespectful to the dolphins.

The pool where they were swimming was several acres in size, with a patrolling guard who rebuffed me a couple of times as I tried to make my way to the side of the pool. All the dolphins but one had gathered in the center of the pool and were beginning to nap and rest after a full day of activity. Finally the guard was on the opposite side of the pool when a little female dolphin stared at me as she lay on her side with one eye out of the water. I hurdled the wall separating the pool from the visitors and walked over to the edge. With her little eye still observing me, she swam to the edge and waited for me to reach down and meet her. I did, and the contact was complete. Meanwhile the guard on the opposite side saw what was going on and rushed toward me. As my wife and I hurried to our car and began to leave, another tourist who had watched the whole episode said in amazement, “That was the coolest thing I have ever seen!” I agreed.

I realized later that life had responded to my dedication and one-pointed intention to make contact with a dolphin. There was a deep sense that I could not, nor would not, be denied, and my efforts were maintained until circumstances could bring forth the resolution. So too, when Christ says, “Knock and the door shall open,” he is referring to the intention behind the knocking, not simply beating on the door. Competing intentions will never open the door, nor bring a dolphin to a meeting.

Intention calls life toward itself and has the wondrous effect of completing the circle, like Michelangelo’s painting of the fingers of God and man consummating the touch on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. When we are sincere in reaching out, life responds in kind, and there is a meeting and a completion of the relationship.

Intention, and not our individual effort, is the energy that drives spiritual awakening. Intention does not arise through wish fulfillment and is not based on simply wanting to change. Intention comes through seeing the absolute necessity to change, which is born from insight. When we see we have misperceived life, the intention arises to live in accordance with the truth of what we see. Intention is the active expression of a sincere heart toward fulfillment.

We sometimes claim responsibility for waking ourselves out of thought, but with a little more attention, we see we claim the accomplishment only after we realize we have already awakened. What woke us out of the trance of thinking was our intentionality. Intention remains hidden within the secret chambers of the heart, moving us forward, often against our will. It brings the struggles and conflicts of life forward so they can be digested and resolved, and holds us on course with our deepest longing.

Spiritual fulfillment can be defined as a complete abiding in the here and now. From this definition we can see why many of us remain hesitant and unresolved in our intention for spiritual completion. We find it difficult to show up for this moment when we are still mulling over the previous one. Few activities are completed so thoroughly that they are finished in our mind, and usually we leave a mental trail wherever we go. This sense of incompletion leaves a slight paranoia as we replay the past and mentally retrace our steps. Since many of us carry an attitude of personal unworthiness, we question whether we were good enough or thorough enough in our activities. Self-doubt holds us to an ideal we rarely approach, and it can leave a lingering sense of shame.

Another reason our intention is often partial is that we think a spiritual journey is literally a journey away from here and now. We glance away from reality toward our destination of enlightenment, contentment, and tranquility, and calculate our continued progress. We measure our development as if we knew exactly where we were going, and we compare the qualities of the present moment to our imagined objective. The contentment or love we feel never lives up to the promised land, and we begin to feel an ever-growing sense of fatigue and lethargy.

This accumulated pain of failed expectation begins to take its toll, and since the here and now carries this pain, the here and now is avoided. We try to compensate by staying busy or increasing the intensity of our life with entertainment and drama. Rather than face the pain head-on, we stay one activity away, like a cartoon character running a few frames ahead of its body.

By far the most difficult reason for our lack of dedicated intention is the nature of silence itself. When we stop moving, stillness arises, and stillness holds nothing of “me” within it. It swallows us in an instant. The purpose of much of our thinking has been to keep this silence at bay by imposing a layer of noise between this gulf of quiet and us. All our becoming is an attempt to fill this absolute hole of nothingness with something, anything, to disturb it. Silence overwhelms everything the sense-of-self holds dear, so for most of us, abiding in stillness is too much to ask.

At this juncture we make a deal with Mara, the traditional Buddhist personification of the darkened areas of our mind. Mara agrees to force the world into two, an inside and an outside, by obstructing the stillness with thought so that we can have something to resist and grasp. Thinking our way through life will allow us to fulfill our idea of a meaningful and happy existence. For a while everyone is pleased; we can entertain ourselves within the ten thousand joys and sorrows created through our imagination, and Mara, our unconscious intention, becomes the master in the world of duplicity.

Ultimately resistance in any form is painful, and conflict with stillness is no different. The pain of struggle is what wakes us up, but only if we are sincere enough to acknowledge how the suffering originated. We have to be radically accountable to the fact that we are actively resisting silence because we are frightened by its implications. This sincerity provides the great turnaround, and we now start looking for loopholes in our contract with Mara. We use the only means at hand, our willingness to reengage with the silence, as a pathway back to our original nature.

Returning to stillness has its own difficulties because the journey takes us through all the above reasons for our initial avoidance. This is the hard work needed, and here again sincerity is our only resource. We work with all the painful contractions that are revealed through silence until they are resolved. The resolution requires a constant reframing of all our noise, including our narrative and the drama that ensues, within the silence of awareness.

We do not add any further thought-disturbance to whatever arises, remembering that the noise from thought exists only to agitate the quiet and keep us from it. Since the noise is opposed to the silence, we must meet the noise with silence until we no longer have the need to think our way through the difficulty. Anything we add, do, or say to resist the silence is more noise. We stop checking the silence to see if it is safe; we simply surrender our need for safety. A useful touchstone is to say from time to time, “Add nothing to this moment.” With that reminder, silence returns to prominence.

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY INTENTION

Sincerity is an expression of the heart, and sets in motion our intention to be complete and total within presence. Presence is stillness itself, and the heart longs for us to move into quietude away from the noise of our thinking mind. Wise Intention holds the view and applies the energy necessary for awakening out of the trance of thought. Intention is stirred through our conscious understanding of the origin of suffering. The Buddha says, “Wholesome intention leads to greater contentment and unwholesome intention leads to greater dissatisfaction.” The more we relax into Wise View, the more we see life as interconnected, and the greater our intention to complete that union.

Each of us has a natural pull of the heart toward stillness. It is experienced as a yearning, longing, or rightness, sometimes described as a pull to return home, and is a central force that drives all sincere spiritual practices. When we first hear the Dharma, there often arises a sense of well-being and complete rightness of what is being heard, and it begins to have a tremendous hold on everything we do, pushing us toward a fulfillment that remains unspecified.

I attended an evening of chanting with a well-known spiritual teacher, and watched the faces of the chanters as they sang to God. A deep yearning welled up within most of the people attending, but I could also see that many of the chanters did not know what to do with that longing once it arose. They only knew to keep chanting and reencourage the longing. Once the evening was over, many people seemed caught in the euphoria of the energy, but few knew how to use it toward greater stillness.

It is helpful if we consciously verbalize our spiritual intention: is our intention to be a person waking up, or to awaken out of being a person? In a forthcoming chapter we will see how the mind attempts to mimic the heart in a variety of ways. Its greatest imitation occurs in its distortion of the longing of the heart into self-pursuit. Like water that refracts light as it penetrates its surface, so too the mind alters the heart’s longing for completion into a desire for acquisition. Unwise view seizes the opportunity by following the desire and looking outside itself for completion. We go searching for teachers, retreats, pilgrimages, we engage in ceremonies, do austerities, chant, meditate, bend our body into yoga postures, all in the name of satisfying a longing that only needs our attention.

The longing, if read correctly, does not need to take us outside to search for an answer. It is a longing to connect more deeply with what is already here, not to try and find something missing. Our primary intention is to completely resolve all outside searching and to know our intrinsic wholeness of being. To meet this primary purpose, simply allow your attention to rest with the longing rather than with what the longing seems to indicate is missing. When we remain with the experience itself rather than where the experience is pointing, we arrest the notion that there is something wrong with us that needs to be satisfied.

As we have seen, these two intentions—the primary intention from the pull of the heart and the secondary, or worldly, intention of the mind’s desire—operate from a different view and purpose. The secondary intention is a derivative of the primary. When cut off from the primary, the secondary intentions of our day-to-day activities move counter to our deepest longing, and they attempt to satisfy the insatiable desires of the mind. Our approximation to freedom will be determined by which of these intentions captures our fascination and ultimately our actions of body, speech, and mind.

George, a friend of mine, was scheduled to pick up two friends from an airport in Canada. George lives in Seattle, several hours away. Arriving at the airport, he waited all day for his friends to arrive and kept receiving reports of cancellations and flight delays. George spent the day relaxed and at ease, meditating and generally staying present. In the evening he decided to call his friends at home, and much to his surprise, one of them answered the phone. They had flown in a day earlier and failed to notify him of their arrival. George drove back to Seattle very content to have spent an absorbing day at the airport with his heart fully engaged.

George was able to switch his intentions from the secondary to the primary. If he had stayed at the airport adhering to the desire within the secondary intention to pick up his friends and get back home as quickly as he could, George would have been more miserable with each passing hour. Releasing his own agenda and abiding comfortably within the reality offered, he had a relaxed day.

The primary intention for completion and the end of searching waits for us to release the need to follow our desires. Because desires are a distortion of the primary intention, we cannot orient ourselves to the primary intention as long as we are being motivated by the secondary intention of wanting. We refuse to allow the deeper intention to come forward because we are locked within a horizontal view that says only satisfying desires will fulfill our need for contentment. But we can never know interconnection through the isolating influence of our demands. Shifting to Wise View means we drop our desire and connect to what reality is immediately offering.

The primary intention begins to work through us when we are radically accountable for the pain of our wanting. Radical accountability starts by saying, “I want,” and drops all externalization of the need. Next we drop the references to “me,” and the energy stays with just the wanting and looks no further. We are no longer attempting to exploit life for satisfaction and are not willing to continue running after life for fulfillment. We hold our ground, and in doing so there is a welling of confidence and courage that most people believe is unapproachable. The heart fully engages reality with absolute determination and says, “Come what may, this is where I stand,” and faces the wanting until it disappears into emptiness.

Occasionally I teach Insight Meditation to people in recovery from alcoholism. These are people who have bottomed out from addiction to alcohol and have begun to turn their lives around. They do not have to be taught the limitation of extreme behavior because they have seen the pain they cause when the mind is left to its own rationale. There is often a marvelous sincerity that develops as they become radically accountable and realize their potential for being fully alive.

Many of us have not bottomed out sufficiently in our own cravings to know the capacity of the sincere heart. Sincerity accompanies the experience of the primary intention if it is not seduced by the mind’s desires and fears. Many of us find ourselves in that very fix, both wanting self-transformation but not wanting to give up anything to get there. As one student asked, “Should I give myself over to my spiritual life or get married?” I told him it did not matter; he just needed to give himself over to something. The way through mixed motives is not austerity but a full-hearted investigation and questioning.

Another student told me how desperately he wanted peace of mind, and in the next sentence mentioned how much he wanted me to like him. We started investigating together whether there was conflict in those two statements. He used a vertical question and asked what was blocking peace in this moment, and answered that peace seemed to be disturbed because he wanted to be liked by me. I asked him to look at those two intentions, the primary intention to abide in peace and the secondary intention to be liked by me. Which one did he want more, his heart’s pull toward peace or the mind’s desire for compatibility? He understood he would have to release his need to be liked in order to find peace. Motivated now by his primary intention, he began a series of explorations into the pain of wanting to be liked and the accompanying assumption of not being likeable. He resolved the secondary intention very quickly once he saw it was inhibiting access to his deepest yearning.

When the mixed intentions become conscious, the next step is obvious. The problem is that we force mixed intentions into a struggle with one pitted against another. We think that in order to be spiritual we “should” respond to the primary intention and repress the secondary. We allow the mind to control its own destiny rather than looking at both intentions clearly. Since the mind can only divide in order to conquer, it forces the issue of one being “better” than the other, but this calls for investigation, not condemnation.

VALUE AND LIMITATION OF SECONDARY INTENTION

Desires and fears still plague our intentions because we have not seen through to their ending. We have not explored sufficiently how desire still feeds us, what we get out of it, or the full pain of its limitations—asking questions of the desire such as “What do I want from this action, and am I getting the fulfillment promised?” “Is the effect temporary or permanent?” “From the arousal and pursuit of the desire through the acquisition of the desired object, was it worth it?”

In a similar way, the Buddha points to his own journey and says, “Even I myself, before my awakening, when I was still an unawakened Bodhisattva, thought: renunciation is good; seclusion is good. But my heart didn’t leap up at renunciation, didn’t grow confident, steadfast, or firm, seeing it as peace. The thought occurred to me: What is the cause, what is the reason, why my heart doesn’t leap up at renunciation, doesn’t grow confident, steadfast, or firm, seeing it as peace? Then the thought occurred to me: I haven’t seen the drawback of sensual pleasures.”1

How can any addiction end when one part of our mind is still milking the benefits? The Dharma rests on the fact that if we could see the total story of the pain derived from desire and the benefit we believe it offers, we would not pursue it one second further. The pleasure we obtain from pursuing desires pales by comparison to the pain inflicted, but we have to be willing to test that principle if we are to transform the secondary intention back to the primary.

We cannot intellectually convince ourselves to stop desiring and fearing, and any reprimand from the superego about what we should be doing does not serve us in spiritual work. Such mind-led action only creates further self-resentment that pits one part of the mind against another, and creates fear and further pain. Spiritual growth requires our complete understanding of the entire pursuit of pleasure and the pain of the action arising from that pursuit.

I was listening to a recording of a teaching by a Buddhist monk from Asia, and someone asked him how he would relate to a beautiful sunset. He said he would turn his back on it to deny the pain of attachment. I thought, “This man does not have a prayer of teaching in the West.” Denying the pleasurable is not in favor over here, nor should it be. Why would we turn our back on an experience, except if we were afraid of what pleasure might do? By avoiding life, our character may become stoic and arcane, but there will be little growth in relationship to our resistance. Resistance keeps conditions in place and does not provide a pathway to freedom. Fear is a call for exploration, not withdrawal.

When we are living a full lay-life, desires and fears are a part of the package. We cannot keep turning away to protect ourselves from our mind’s addictions. A courageous exploration is needed to determine whether the secondary intention’s promise is being fulfilled. This means a full-frontal exposure to the desire. Knowing when we are indulging and have stopped learning is key. If our intention is toward growth, sooner or later the pain of indulgence will wake us back up, much as we are awakened out of thought back to our breath during meditation. If we slip, make a mistake, fall backward, or make a complete fool of ourselves, so what? We get back up and continue. The only way we lose in this game is to stop getting back on our feet.

Let us follow the above scenario to a logical conclusion. If I watch the sunset intently instead of turning my back on it, I feel the impact of the beauty, and there is a gentle tenderness of heart. I see my mind racing ahead, hoping the sunset will continue beyond its natural duration. I feel the pain of that thought, and see how thinking detracts from the beauty at hand. There is a releasing of the need to think and a relinquishing of the secondary intention into the primary. The sun finishes its descent, and I walk away feeling tenderhearted. A thought comes to mind that I need to see this tomorrow and review my schedule for availability. I sense a contraction of self around this plan to perpetuate the experience. Awareness feels the pain and wonders what it is. It sees the sense-of-self caught in trying to replicate the experience and immediately drops the ensuing narrative, knowing the story is not worth the pain of contraction. As I turn away from the fading sunset, I catch a subtle reflection of light against the dew of the lawn. I observe it with sensitivity and again move on.

Nothing is denied, nothing is avoided, and the world is allowed to make its impact, to affect us in whatever way it does. The ongoing feedback-loop from the pain of contraction, accompanying a willingness to question and an intention to let go into Wise View, is all that is needed. We make our spiritual journey too difficult and selfdriven. We think denying our desire is the way to remedy our pain, but the pain is the desire, and as long as we invest in the desire through pursuit or avoidance, the desire will continue to be painful. When we examine our contraction, we notice the pain that occurs when we invest our energy in the imaginary world of thought by trying to make the sunset last. We see the sense-of-self rising from nowhere, driving the world with its vision, setting its own agenda, and operating according to its limited view. We feel cut off and isolated from everything around us and in us, including our heart.

It is very important to see this limitation thoroughly. Not to hear a Dharma admonition such as “I shouldn’t be attached,” but to explore the downside so we know the existential experience of attachment. The Buddha says our views of life are inverted by taking a critical aspect of reality to be precisely what it is not. Furthermore, he says it is a willful ignorance, a not wanting to know the truth, a direct avoidance and denial of the obvious. To turn this around and see reality for what it truly offers, we have to consciously establish an intention to do the opposite of our habitual responses, and hold the second level of intention to a razor-sharp scrutiny.

But the limitation is only half the story. We would not be perpetuating this inverted view time and time again if we were not getting something out of it. What does this narrative offer us? What benefit are we receiving from this particular desire-pattern? We begin to see how we are entwined within the story, how we need it to reinforce our stance, to assure us of our worth or lack of it, to reconfirm our meaning and purpose.

Returning to the sunset, we see that if we turn our back on the sunset, something is fulfilled in our spiritual image. We see our nobility in taking a stand against desire, confirming our dedication and commitment to “the Buddha’s Way.” “Desire is the cause of suffering,” says the Buddha, and our action proves our intention to counter this force. Others watch our dedication admiringly. We may have spent half our life on this path, and to now see it as misdirected would be too devastating. So we ignore the First Noble Truth of our pain, and the Second Noble Truth of our desire to be seen as being spiritual, and maintain our suffering and isolation by turning away. We hold our practice to the secondary intention because there is too much to lose by switching to the primary.

There are many reasons other than avoidance that make someone turn away from a sunset. I am making a very specific point about one motivation for this activity. The Buddha speaks often about restraining the senses, and that seems to be in contradiction to what I am saying. The senses are restrained as a skillful means to temper the inclination toward indulgence and to give us some space to examine what is occurring, not because there is something inherently wrong with a pleasant experience. The Dharma is always inclusive, and in the end everything needs our attention and understanding, never our dismissal.

The lay Buddhist often does not have the luxury to pull back from the barrage of experiences coming forth throughout the day, and the tools of investigation and Wise View allow us to align with our primary intention as our life unfolds. The pain of indulgence cues us to suspect our intentions and investigate our motives. Upon exploration we see that the imagined gain is never worth the experienced pain. Keeping this proper orientation to experiences as they arise is ultimately the key to making our spiritual life work.

MIXING INTENTIONS AND VIEWS

The Jains were a contemporary Hindu sect during the time of the Buddha, and there is a story of the Buddha approaching a gathering of Jains who are standing motionless; they refuse to sit down, and are in a great deal of pain. The Buddha asks the group why they are practicing these austerities, and one replies that they are wearing away their past karma and would end their suffering by not adding any additional karma. The Buddha asks if they know how much of their old karma they have worn away. They say, “No.” He then asks if they know how much they have left. Again they answer, “No.” Finally the Buddha asks if they even know for certain they existed in the past and have karma to wear away. Again they shake their heads and say, “No.” The Buddha replies that this is meaningless practice.2

This sutta is simply saying, “Know what you are doing and why, and investigate to see if it makes experiential sense.” We may be practicing in a certain way and not even know why, except that we have been directed to do so by our teachers. Or we may not even have a clear understanding of where we are going or any criteria for the fruit of our practice. Our practices may be internally inconsistent, and at best have only a tangential connection to reality based upon some creed or untested doctrine.

These inconsistencies can be the result of combining the worst of two possible worlds, unwise intention with unwise view. The fact that our views and intentions are unwise merely means that we are confused about what we want, where we are headed, and how to get there. Some of us would rather follow what others tell us we want, or what we “should” want, rather than to explore deeply what it is we really want. Once we are internally aligned, we continually need to check and see if our practices are serving that end.

Wise View can be paired with unwise intention. For example, if we divisively protest an unjust war with righteous anger, we are essentially reinforcing the root cause of all conflicts, including the one we are protesting. We may think we are working toward the vision of a unified world (Wise View), but actually our aggression creates the opposite. We cannot hold an integrated vision and use conflict-ridden methods. The view and intention are mismatched.

Likewise, unwise view and Wise Intention can be combined to cause even more bewilderment. Some spiritual practices assert a continuous soul or entity and try to merge that soul with God. We will not be successful if we believe in the unwise view of self or soul and have wise intentions to merge it with God. Two things cannot merge into one unless both were inherently one in the first place. Allowing the sense-of-self to direct its own awakening is the most common mistake made in spiritual practice. A confrontation will inevitably result as to which universe we really intend to serve, the horizontal dimension of self or the vertical dimension of the emptiness of self. The sooner this dilemma is resolved, the more fulfilling our practice becomes.

Our efforts and the results of our efforts will be in alignment with our view and intention. If the two are inconsistent, our efforts will create internal uncertainty and frustration. The first meditation instruction I received was right out of college. I saw a flyer and attended a meeting where a man began the session by asking us to mentally picture our fondest wish. He said we would eventually be able to possess that object if our desires were strong enough. My strongest desire was spiritual fulfillment, but even then I knew his methodology would not satisfy that need. His view and intention were incompatible with the longing of my heart. The irony was that I had to give up his method to truly receive what I wanted.

Effort is the energetic movement of intention toward the resolution of view. If we are not careful, the sense-of-self can find its bearing within the effort we use and co-opt the practice toward self-gain. If our effort is derived from the primary intention, our path will be straight and honest, but if it comes from the secondary intention, we will travel a long, tiring road and suffer the accompanying pain of further separation and isolation.
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The Effort Needed

When neither something nor nothing remains to be known, there is no alternative left but complete nonreferential ease.

—SHANTIDEVA

AS WE MOVE more deeply into this system for awakening, we remember that everything is accessible at all times and in all places. We are not going anywhere or becoming anyone. We are seeing through the delirium of our mental assumptions and abiding in a true and natural relationship to all things. The optimum environment for awakening is where we are, and nothing needs to be added or subtracted to improve our opportunities.

The lay Buddhist does not try to arrange her life to fit her spiritual intention, but rather brings forth that intention to every facet of her life. When the primary intention is used in this way, it serves the spirit of awakening. Intentions and views are the steering mechanism for our energy. Intentions move us into actions that follow our conscious or unconscious inclinations. They are derived from what we really want, not from what we profess we want, and therefore cannot be prescribed by another or simulated by us.

Intention and effort are very closely related. Intention establishes an energetic focus that begins to manifest as effort, and effort, when aligned with our primary intention and Wise View, serves spiritual awakening. Much of the effort we make in practice is unskillful because it is framed within the unwise view of self and has a secondary gainful motivation. As we saw in the last chapter, views and intentions from contrasting dimensions ultimately result in confusion and conflict.

The way spiritual practice evolves over time is analogous to being in a room full of mirrors. As we approach the mirrors we see our pox marks, scars, and warts reflected. We see our selfishness and vanity and how many of our altruistic actions concern our self-image. We want nothing more than to run and hide from what we see, but where do we hide when everywhere we turn is another mirror?

At this point it is already too late to leave the room, so the alternative is to work hard to overcome the obstacles we see in the mirror. We set off on a path with the intention to change ourselves to fit the ideal image. At this stage, spiritual transformation is focused on becoming a different person by getting over our limitations. We keep looking into the mirror to see how we are doing, and it keeps reflecting back the person we do not want to be. We do not seem to be getting anywhere, and after some time we grow weary of this expression of effort. Over time, character modifications do occur, but inside we still feel basically unaltered. Something in us still hurts, and we seem to be increasing the tension within ourselves by muscling our way through.

Our efforts have forced the formation of a shadow. The shadow is the unconscious quality we are trying to get over through self-improvement, and the more we attempt to change ourselves, the more the shadow looms over those efforts. At times the shadow inevitably erupts onto the stage, forcing unskillful actions of body, speech, and mind. We feel lost and frustrated. How could these qualities persist after all the practice we have done? Slowly an understanding begins to surface that all pressure to change creates the backlash of its opposite, and this is the first sobering acknowledgment of the inherent limitation of all forms of self-effort and a rudimentary understanding of the undivided mind.

As we evolve out of this stage, we begin to realize that many of our practices are unconsciously coming from deep-seated patterns and self-images. For example, if we harbor feelings of low self-esteem, we may see our strategies of practice playing out that theme. We may be drawn to ascetic practices of self-denial or to a teacher who is harsh and overly critical. We feel deserving of the teacher’s scolding, and we overreact to our inner feelings of incompetence by forcing ourselves into more painful situations. Unknowingly we may be attempting to rebalance our inadequacy with personal abuse. The shadow of our denial is playing itself out through the very effort we are making to rid ourselves of those properties.

I remember reaching this frustration point in my practice, and one night I had a dream where I cut off the head of someone I knew. I woke up terrified, felt tremendous guilt, and tried to deflect the shadow of the brutality by reminding myself it was only a dream. Doing so, I realized I was not taking responsibility for the state of mind that could mutilate and maim. By making it symbolic and representative of a dream state only, I was not allowing that quality to be part of me, and until I was accountable for this mind state it would continue to haunt me. This understanding was an evolutionary step toward self-allowance. Now I was no longer trying to suppress the mind but accepting whatever was arising within the whole of my mind. The effort was still very much about “me,” but the undivided mind became the new objective.

This is the realm of kindness and mercy. Many of us carry such deep-seated psychic wounds and low self-esteem that some expression of self-acceptance is sorely needed to offset this energy. If the unworthiness is not addressed, it will manifest and play out within our consciousness. This new expression of effort is directed toward inclusion and allowance. When all states of mind are met with acceptance, much of the projected discomfort with the world ends, and the polarities of life are set aside for the common integrity of the whole. This is the beginning of effort toward nonduality and interconnectedness. Though it is still self-focused, the effort is more relaxed, the energy calmer and steadier. This new effort does not attempt to overcome obstacles, but focuses on eliminating needless resistance and bringing kindness to perceived limitations.

At this stage we are beginning to feel constrained by the ego but have little idea what the ego is or how it creates our suffering and isolation. We now understand that spiritual practice must embrace all that we are and a gentle curiosity may arise that leads to a new expression of effort; an effort toward the exploration of the nature of mind and body. We are no longer trying to be “good meditators,” but are interested in discovering the central issue of who we are.

Wise View is now exclusively directing the discovery. A great shift occurs when effort is used to comprehend rather than surmount our limitations. As our efforts move toward understanding the mind and body, we begin to release the need to control our emotions, because influencing our experience interferes with this investigation. We settle back and experience what we are without trying to become anything, and we no longer look to the future to meet an ideal or to gauge progress toward an expected result.

As we begin to perceive the emptiness of our being, a more refined shift occurs in our effort. As mentioned in chapter 5, we become willing to ask uncomfortable questions, questions that undermine our security. Until now the sense-of-self has subtly steered away from this inquiry so that it can remain firmly at the helm, directing the investigation and the conclusions it reached. The self says, “I want to discover my own origin,” and thereby remains in control. We now become willing to expose even this form of deceit.

This new inquiry threatens the sense-of-self, but is alive and wide open in its reach. Vertical questions such as “Who am I?” “What is this?” and “Is this true?” are dangerous, and we often feel an accompanying sense of terror as we plunge in without knowing where this will lead. Effort has gained enormous confidence and is willing to pursue the questioning regardless of consequences. The effort is wisely patient and unhurried, but deliberate and tenacious. It is a hungry effort because it is now coupled with the primary intention and the longing of the heart.

Slowly the questions quiet themselves into an abiding state of being. The integrated result of all effort is rest, and we now arrive at the dead stop of stillness. If we find ourselves back in the orbit of self there is no panic or excitement; all things are as they are and need no remedy. Even being lost in thought is not a digression. Our effort has evolved out of self, and the struggle of self-efforting has ended. Effortlessness reveals the inherent purity of all things, including self. The less we try to self-effort our way toward or away from anything, the more everything resides in its natural state of harmony.

Effortlessness reveals the natural state of all things. From this abiding we hear the truth of the Buddha’s words: “One insight is that effort is the basis of all suffering. The other insight is that by the complete cooling and cessation of effort no more suffering is produced. These are the two insights, grasp them together and with energy, dedication, and care, you can expect one of these two results. Every form of suffering grows out of effort. Eradicate effort and no more suffering is produced. Consider the harmful consequence of effort, that it is the basis of suffering. But when all effort has been abandoned there is the freedom of the effortless.”1

ALIGNING EFFORT WITH THE VERTICAL UNIVERSE

There are many ways to arrive at the same effortless destination. The traditional path described above uses effort in relationship to our current understanding. As our understanding evolves, so does our effort. Effort begins with a strong, willful assertion and collapses by seeing the futility of trying to get over oneself. We realize that the self’s effort is misdirected and inadequate for the job of self-discovery. This traditional approach is often a long and laborious path filled with hesitations, delays, and countless expressions of self-deception. Without a wise orientation to the unconscious mind, it is a little like being lost in a maze and trying every available route to find the exit. We will likely be frustrated well before we discover the opening.

The maze of spiritual practice is often lengthy and tedious because unconscious forces of mind are frequently controlling our effort. Though our intentions are well-meaning, most of our spiritual path is being contained and controlled by what we do not see. What we do not see is how our effort is formed around an emotional need, attitude, and narration. We take ourselves to be someone, and we do so in the unseen areas of our psyche where that someone cannot be challenged. Within those darkened areas, the self plays out its agenda and drives our effort. We may think we are moving toward awakening, but in reality we are unconsciously journeying through the horizontal universe.

There is a way to condense this path and take a shortcut through the maze, but to do this we must first understand how fixation on the effort we are applying can limit the Dharma. Early on, effort allows us to begin the practice and corral the discipline needed to simply observe. As we learn to observe, the Dharma begins making complete sense. For example, we see conclusively that unless we pay attention to our mind, our unconscious tendencies control our life. From this insight we know exactly where the practice is going and how we are going to get there, and all we have to do is simply make our unconscious tendencies conscious. It all seems perfectly lined up.

After additional practice we have a new insight that shatters that old conclusion. We realize that the sense-of-self that knew where everything was headed is itself unconscious and incapable of leading us anywhere except into more darkness. Suddenly the “me” that was driving is now steering the car in the wrong direction. This insight forces us to alter our practices and the effort we apply. Yes, we were wrong before, but now we do know the true path and are confident in its direction.

This reconfiguration goes on over and over again until we finally realize that the Dharma only makes sense when we are not forcing it to make sense. Forcing the Dharma to be explicit in what it offers and where it is going is horizontal effort, effort made for the assurance of a result. When we seek a result, we assume we know where our journey leads, but paradoxically we cannot be certain of our destination and get to where we want to go. The two are internally inconsistent because they are derived from two different universes.

It is important to allow our effort to evolve with our insight, but not to fixate upon either the insight or the effort. Each time we know where we are going, an unconscious mental freeze occurs, and we get locked into a horizontal view of a vertical dimension. But right before that freeze is imposed, there is a moment of disarray when the old direction we were taking is suddenly in dispute. For a moment we find ourselves confused, and although this is unpleasant, this continual shifting of understanding and effort from insight to insight is very important. The space between fixed notions of reality holds the Dharma. The confusion we feel is the wonderment of the Dharma trying to get through our cognitive maps and indicates the sense-of-self is on shaky ground. It is actually a sign of progressive openness, and it is wise to explore that space and feel its benefits because the Dharma is opening to us in that moment. The momentary confusion keeps us from becoming mechanical or complacent within our ideas of the truth, because the truth cannot be located or mapped. In fact, a quality of truth is that it is not definable. The Buddha speaks about this unfixed nature of truth when he says, “Nonidentification with anything has been declared [as the way]; for in whatever way one conceives, the fact is other than that.”2

I have seen many practitioners overstay their efforts and arrest their understanding. They practice a certain method based upon a logical formula for awakening, and then stay there despite internal cues to the contrary. The practitioners feel safe and unassailable, expertly following their breath for hours according to the Buddha’s instruction, or sweeping their attention from head to toe over and over, knowing they are practicing in accordance with long-established traditions or progressions of insight. But scratch beneath the surface and their hearts are dry. The mechanics of the approach eventually dulls their aliveness. They are often waiting for the results more than seeing into the mystery, and have opted out of the wonder for the mental fulfillment of precision. This impediment is often accompanied by firm views and opinions about their methodology, and an equally firm resistance to hearing feedback, making the journey through the maze much longer.

Most of the journey through the maze can be eliminated or at least shortened by starting in alignment with Wise View and using appropriate methods that do not betray the vertical intention. Wise View is not a destination, but a way of relating and interconnecting moment after moment. When Nisargadatta Maharaj invited me to join him in the unknown, he was offering me an invitation toward faith rather than certainty. To join him, I would have to cease cherishing my separation and resist nothing that was being experienced. For some that may seem like too steep a climb, but at least we can hear that there is a possibility of walking out of the maze.

If we look down from above the maze, the path leading toward the exit is obvious. It is not obvious from inside the maze because the walls of self prohibit the clarity of observation. The effort involved in seeking the truth is paradoxically long and arduous because the truth is what we intrinsically are, and therefore cannot be sought. From the beginning we need to invert the effort so the effort is not externally seeking what is already here or creating a fixed spiritual terrain. This new effort is releasing the need to be separate. Wise Effort bypasses much of the discord that occurs when we use methods that conflict with the primary intention and Wise View.

THE FOUR R’S OF WISE EFFORT

Shantideva, the eighth-century Indian Buddhist scholar and philosopher, says, “We are not here to change the world. The world is here to change us.” The effort we are looking for is aligned with this statement. If we start with the idea that we are here to be changed, our effort will be quite different from the effort we would expend in order to influence and alter circumstances. Life will transform us through our willingness to be affected by it, tender toward it, and receptive of it, and the effort we put forth will be the energy needed to listen, learn, and understand.

As we have seen in a previous chapter, the sense-of-self builds upon the pain of its own contraction, forming a narrative that when left unimpeded consumes us emotionally, physically, and psychologically. The effort we make can undermine or support the narrative depending upon our view and intention. Wise Effort is in alignment with the Wise View of interconnectedness and the Wise Intention of retracing our longing back to its source. But like a fine craftsman we must pick exactly the right instrument to satisfy this purpose, or we will be supporting the conditions for self-deception and add further dialogue to our story.

The four R’s of Wise Effort are the perfect instruments for this objective. They are relax, release, relinquish, and rejoin. None of these words holds any tension or stress, nor builds upon the “story-of-me.” These words represent moments of surrender, not acts of assertion. They allow us to fall back into ourselves rather than make something of ourselves. They call us back to our inherent nature through Wise View. The four R’s do not build upon the sense-of-self; instead they invert the energy of seeking back to its rightful direction of investigation and discovery. The four R’s are counterintuitive because the sense-of-self only survives by constructing itself over time, and these words deconstruct the self by eliminating the scaffolding on which it builds itself.

Effort in alignment with these four R’s is a direct path out of the maze because they force the self to reveal its unconscious agenda. These words move us in the opposite direction of our habits, and thereby expose our conditioning. The sense-of-self will protest the use of the four R’s because the “me” wants to maintain its power and control, and this form of effort takes that away. The self will complain how these four R’s go against life’s purpose and meaning by dismissing the advantages of willful effort. If that does not persuade us from using the four R’s, the self will bring forth its trump card of fear. “What will guide me if I give up control?” it will cry. In that moment we will see why many people choose the more traditional, long, wearisome route of willful effort. This objection seems too emphatic, insecure, and personally defeating.

Reconnecting with our primary intention can be very helpful during these protests. What do we want our life to be about? Here is the dividing line between the primary and the secondary intention. Let us be honest and see what our intention really is. Life is too short to keep subverting the energy of the primary intention toward the insatiability and fear of the secondary intention. We have to make a moment-to-moment decision as to which path we will travel.

Let us examine each of the four R’s for a more complete understanding of the effort suggested.

Relax

Relaxation is the release of mental and physical tension. Many of us associate relaxation with sleep and the loss of consciousness. Relaxation with alert observation is the spiritual foundation for discovery, and this combination sets the tone and course of practice toward ease and tensionless living. If we are using our spiritual effort unwisely toward procuring a result, there will be an inherent tension and stress in accomplishing that goal. Relaxation offsets that tendency and uses effort in accordance with Wise View in order to directly connect and observe what we already are.

The opposite of relaxation is tension, and tension arises from resistance. Much of our life is lived resisting and defending internal and external experiences we perceive as threats. Awareness shows us insightfully that our defenses are not needed, that all experiences are harmless, and there is no need to defend or contract around them. This insight dispels the tendency for further protection and points us toward a deeper rest and repose. The effort made is toward allowing all things to be what they are and relaxing more deeply within them. Relaxation begins to melt the boundary between self and other that was established by fear and insecurity.

I was instructing a group of teenagers on meditation, and sent each one home with the instruction to lead with relaxation rather than tension throughout the day. One fifteen-year-old returned the following week and told the story of how she and her family were sitting in the living room when the conversation became tense and distraught. She said her usual role was to heighten the tension by adding her own reactions, but instead she remembered the homework and remained calm and undisturbed. She reported that her whole family followed suit and settled down. She saw how her response affected the entire family. Relaxation is contagious. When others are at ease, those who are close by feel safe and settled.

The near enemy of relaxation is indulgence. If we are not careful, the pleasant feeling of relaxation becomes its own goal. Relaxation then becomes skewed away from acute observation toward the need to be soothed and comforted. The Buddha says, “Wherever there is clinging, Mara will track us down.” We will pursue what we want, and like all other skillful means relaxation can be used to move us in a wise or unwise direction.

Release

Releasing is letting go of the need to control the outcome. This is one of the hardest R’s because control is how we assert our self-importance. Fear, and the need to control, work hand in hand to maintain our grasp on the world and to assure the fulfillment of our agenda. We are afraid to release life to be just what it is, and most of us have little trust that there is something to catch us when we release control. What would protect us if we lost our force of will and use of power?

The sense-of-self lacks faith in anything outside of its own influence. Life is perceived as an obstacle to our power and must be aligned by force of will to work to our advantage. As we attempt to acquire our desired outcomes, life keeps frustrating our attempts to play God, and we ultimately fail at creating an orderly, predictable, and safe world. We have become like an alcoholic who uses alcohol to control his internal world, only to find that its use makes his world thoroughly out of control.

Now we are ready for faith. Faith is the opposite of control, and expresses itself energetically as releasing our need to have everything go our way. The effort of release is toward opening the hand and receiving life rather than making a fist and shutting it out. Faith is the intuitive sense that something beyond our power holds life and has always held it, and is an acknowledgment of our limitation and powerlessness.

Krissy, a friend of mine, was driving her young children to school and was stuck in traffic and very late for her own appointment. Her children were excited and horsing around in the backseat, and Krissy was just about ready to explode when the thought occurred to her that symbolically her whole life was in the car, and she would never get out. There were no other options: either she would take a stand and live her life here in the car, or she would suffer from wanting to get out of the car. Krissy said it was a revelation to see how simple and workable it was when she dropped all other options. It changed her entire inner dynamic, and more importantly brought forth love for her children. She was still late for her appointment, but the ride was easy.

Krissy had to be pushed to the depths of her powerlessness before she could awaken to the ease of release. The alternatives were only in her mind. When Wise Effort meets an obstacle, we drop all resistance to it; when unwise effort meets an obstacle, we strategize how to surmount the problem. Attempting to surmount the difficulty, we find ourselves totally absorbed by the alternative choices. But reality is what is left when we drop alternatives, and faith is what catches our fall. We release our life into faith. It is not faith in something; it is stepping into the unknown without assurance. Nisargadatta Maharaj said to me during our exchange, “Instead of trying to obtain truth, just release yourself into it. Let it grab you, and envelop you. This is faith.”

Relinquish

Relinquishment is letting go of everything that is not authentic and natural. It is returning to zero by peeling back the onion of pretentiousness, layer after layer. When we begin, we do not know the difference between an authentic life and the one we are living. We discover the difference through persistent self-observation and by challenging our conditioning. As our conditioning and the accompanying commentary of our life reveal themselves to be untrue, we learn to relinquish what is unreal and abide in what is real. As we move toward that realization, we see how much of our life is lived in excess of our needs and how much of our thinking obstructs our natural presence. An organic simplicity results from that awareness.

One aspect of authenticity is a reduction in sensory allurement, because the world no longer entices us as it once did. Relinquishment sometimes carries the tone of denial or forced abstinence, but the definition of “relinquishment” that I am using is not a willful withdrawal or ascetic training; it is a natural by-product of seeing emptiness. Paradoxically, beauty, appreciation, and intimacy increase in proportion to the decrease in sensory desire. An authentic person is not cold or disengaged, but alive, vibrant, fully embodied, and intimately available in and through her life.

The Buddha speaks about this in the following passage: “For some people, contact, the point where sense and object meet, is enthralling. And so they are washed by the tides of being, drifting along an empty, pointless road. . . . But others come to understand their sense activity, and because they understand it, the stillness fills them with delight. They see just what contact does, and so their craving ends; they realize total calm.”3

As we relinquish, we come to terms with emptiness. We become driven by the primary question, “What is left when everything unessential is abandoned?” That question comes from the heart that longs to end the burden of self. We see the senseless, self-induced struggle of our life, and we stop. That is relinquishment. It is not complex, detailed, or stressful; it is completely simple and utterly obvious.

Rejoin

Rejoining is the energetic expression of Wise View. Maintaining the untruth of separation is effortful; rejoining is effortless. It is simply allowing our heart to take over our life. The mind will forever create the assumption of difference, but the heart sees from the vertical dimension of interconnection. Each time we rejoin, we reinforce the truth of that organ until it finally takes control of perception. We do not lose the capacity to know differences; it simply is no longer our default position.

Again the Buddha speaks about the pain of unwise view in the following passage: “Monks, for a person of unwise view, whatever bodily, verbal, or mental conduct he undertakes in accordance with that view, and whatever volition, aspiration, wish, and volitional formations he engenders in accordance with that view, all lead to what is undesirable, unwanted, and disagreeable, to harm and suffering. For what reason? Because the view is wrong.”4

As we rejoin, allowing what is already here to be here, we immediately come up against the rationale for our resistance and the reasons we persist in our defiance. Our story line feels emotionally familiar and comfortable, whereas relinquishing seems antithetical to our history. As one student said emphatically as we approached this threshold, “What about all the work I have done to be self-empowered? Are you suggesting I let people use me again?” Such conversations remind us how important it is to go at our own speed. If we feel forced to let go, we are not letting go. Letting go is effortless. We rejoin when we have finished holding ourselves in isolation to everything else, and that requires both a psychological and spiritual readiness.

So we do not dismiss the rationale for our individuation, but instead we explore to see if it is true: does it sustain itself within the here and now of the vertical universe, or is it just a horizontal holdover from the past? We rejoin the truth of each thing by relinquishing its thought-induced deception. Much of the world is composed of what we want it to be, and we are asked to reassess the world by removing the burden of the past and seeing it anew.

One of the most forceful deceptions many of us live with is the belief in our limitations. We do have differing limitations of body and brain, but “being” has no constraints. Spirituality is the evolution from identification with the body and brain to fully abiding in awareness. We can easily transfer our assumptions about the body and brain onto awareness, but awareness is a primal state of being without qualities. One of the most persistent of these assumptions is self-doubt.

DOUBTING OUR EFFORTS

In the West one of the common ways we lose our balance and confirm the sense-of-self is through self-doubt. Self-doubt is the pain of our own image. When we live in a market-driven economy that promotes feeling incomplete until we buy such and such product, together with a lifetime of comparisons and evaluations on every front, we can be certain we will age with a strong sense of inadequacy and low self-esteem. This sense of incompletion changes over time into doubts about our ability to succeed.

Spiritually, self-doubt decimates the resolve needed to awaken. Unworthiness keeps us absorbed within the narrative of our pain. Believing in our unworthiness makes it difficult to honor our place in life. We may feel undeserving of the spiritual words we hear such as “peace,” “kindness,” “generosity,” “patience,” and “wholeness.” We think we need to offer some sort of retribution to reach that level of purity. So we set out on an expedition to overcome our perceived lack and to eliminate everything that we believe is wrong. The spiritual journey becomes an attempt to discover a better self or to offer penance for our wrongs.

Through our practices we may occasionally touch love or deep contentment. These experiences justify our hard work, but also confirm our worst fear that these qualities lie within the rarified environment of isolation and saintlike states of mind that are inaccessible without immense austerity. This certifies that we are lifetimes away from awakening, and the ordinary sense-of-me is as insufficient as we believed.

Our teachers may speak of cultivation and incarnations, the many lifetimes of the Buddha, and the long-enduring mind of the practitioner. Doubt loves these teachings because they confirm what it feels: “I am not ready.” We postpone our awakening until we have the feeling of readiness, and as long as doubt remains unobserved, that feeling never arrives. Doubt cannot put an end to itself through hard work when the need to do the hard work is driven by the pain of inadequacy.

The most ruinous effect of self-doubt is how our focus becomes entombed within the pain of doubt. Everything mirrors our limitation. If effort is aroused, it is halfhearted because in our heart we believe it is futile. Awareness becomes entrapped and cannot see any perspective other than its own shortcomings. The Dharma is under pressure to provide an escape route from this pain, and when it cannot, it may be abandoned.

The spiritual journey divides at the juncture between self-doubt and confidence. This is the moment when we choose to move toward further self-betrayal and remain enmeshed in wrong view, or to rejoin life within Wise View. The feeling that something is amiss is the product of our doubt, not reality, but few of us have learned how to be present in the midst of doubt without believing its personal implications. Doubt implies we are as inadequate as we feel and therefore have more to do. We then act out the emotion by grasping a technique to regain our balance.

Every technique carries the shadow of self-doubt. A technique is applied when we feel the need to change in some way. If we felt complete, there would be nothing to fix and nothing to do. Using the technique without seeing its shadow subtly reinforces the belief that we are a mistake in need of fixing. This belief is central to the perpetuation of unwise view, and may be the only belief holding us back from spiritual awakening.

We begin to realize that all we have is our intention, not our effort. Effort is actually a divergence from Wise Intention because once we feel the need for effort, the belief that we are separate has already taken root. If we then willfully apply a corrective procedure to get over the sense of separation, the problem is compounded because separation is created through our exertion of will. The use of will strengthens the sense that there is a problem and that we are in charge of solving it.

A common difficulty is misunderstanding the limits of effort and continuing to apply remedies that foster isolation. We often miss the fact that effort is based on the assumption that “I” exist. The more we apply effort, the deeper the rift between what is and what we want. When what we want is what is, we are willing to abide within all things, and no longer separate one thing from another. Interconnectedness comes back into focus when there is no longer a need to change anything. At some point we have to turn our practice over to Wise Intention and step out of the need to construct a better reality.

Effort plays a central role in maintaining and sustaining unwise view and keeping us from the abiding presence at hand. Understanding what the assumptions are behind our efforts and questioning those beliefs is vital to moving beyond self-doubt. But a further, more subtle understanding is needed to free us from our constant narrative, and that is the understanding of the limitation of words themselves. Dismantling our beliefs requires understanding how language holds us in a fixed position to the problem.
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Language Entrapping View

You cannot enter into any world for which you do not know the language.

—LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN

THE WAY WE define our spiritual predicament will determine the effort we apply toward its resolution. The Buddha speaks about the conditions leading to suffering in this way: “In so far only, Ananda, can one grow old, die, pass away, or appear; in so far only is there any pathway for verbal expression, in so far only is there any pathway for terminology, in so far only is there any pathway for designation, in so far only is there any sphere for knowledge. Only thus can the rounds be kept going where there is any designation of the conditions of this existence.”1

We are beginning to understand how our growth is distorted by the way we verbally describe it. Language entraps us within a view like two mirrors facing each other, each reflecting the other’s image. It provides the entire context of our worldview. We cannot see anything but what the word proclaims because we are looking through the word to see the world. Only by understanding how the word limits perspective will we become quiet enough to listen beyond the word’s definition. When we see the limitation of language, we are already moving beyond it.

The Buddha explains, “The mind is molded, oh monks, by the way in which one repeatedly contemplates and reasons within oneself.”2 Our language is the articulation of the view we hold. Much of what we assume to be true is culturally determined and does not rest on fact. If those assumptions remain unquestioned, our intentions and effort will be derived from an unwise view and will lead to further “pathway[s] for verbal expression” and “sphere[s] for knowledge.” The previous chapters have pointed out how concepts tie us to a particular view of the world and prohibit us from seeing clearly. We will now explore how spiritual language maintains its revered misperceptions at the expense of fully embracing reality.

By way of review, let us inquire into the Buddha’s quotation in the first paragraph. We have seen how our perceptions are entombed within the concepts we use. Every word only allows us to see the concept’s description of reality, and simultaneously negates all other possible ways of observing. What we see is just what the word allows us to see; everything else is excluded. The past conditions us to define the word in a certain way because our past history reifies what we allow the concept to mean, and after repeated use the concept remains frozen within our interpretation. As an example, very few of us can hear the word “mother” free of our conditioning.

Concepts form “verbal expression[s],” and this language provides our frame of reference for reality. The function and existence of all separate objects depend upon and coarise within a single concept. Each concept substantiates all concepts. Once you have a bird, you have a nest, tree, sky, etc., with each concept proliferating out to form the whole world instantaneously. This world also includes the concept of the “I” who knows the bird.

All is held by the mind’s view, the vast network of assumptions and relationships of one concept to another, which provides the overlay and logic of the structure that ties everything together. The view we hold is most easily discerned through the narrative we tell ourselves about what is happening. As long as we can maintain our story line, the view walls us off from contradiction, and inconsistencies are incorporated back into the story’s point of view. For example, the current worldview holds that variations from the agreed-upon reality, such as extrasensory perception, other realms of existence, or ghosts, are not provable. The system of proof is derived from the view that believes these experiences are imagined. Since the view is configured to eliminate any threat from conflicting evidence, the proof is never validated. “Yes,” we say. “There are many examples of ghost stories, but these instances cannot be replicated, and most people never see ghosts at all. Therefore it is not logically consistent or scientifically verifiable [which are standards set by the prevailing view].” The real problem is that there are no explanations for these occurrences within the established view, and therefore they must be dismissed in order for things to continue as normal.

The mind’s responsibility is to manage the concepts it knows and to hold conflicting ideas at bay in order to firmly fix reality and our place within it. Our inner narrative takes the agreed-upon view and applies it to the details of our life. It becomes our story, and we are the storytellers. When the story is threatened, the wagons are circled and our defenses contract around our view. Most experiences that threaten the view are denied, avoided, or dismissed, and those that reinforce it are incorporated. We end up strengthening the sense-of-self with every perception.

I was the director of a hospice program in central Texas in 1991 when a man drove his car through the front window of a Luby’s restaurant, shot and killed twenty-three people, wounded twenty more, and committed suicide. The restaurant was in our hospice service area, and we were dealing with the considerable grief from the murders. A week after the incident, I was invited to a local Lions Club luncheon to speak on the topic. As we were having lunch, I noticed the prevalent point in the conversation was the right for everyone to bear arms and how this incident affirmed the need to do so. What was so striking was that the entire hospice staff had reached the exact opposite conclusion earlier that day.

Here were two separate and contrasting views reinforced by a tragedy. Each conclusion was drawn from the dominant view of the subculture, one reaffirming gun control, the other opposing it. The facts of the incident were not in dispute, but the opinions derived from those facts were determined by the preexisting way the mind was organized to affirm its truth. When we are afraid, we look for more definition within our opinions. The strident way each of us defends our opinions demonstrates how the sense-of-self feeds off its views. The self uses past experiences to strengthen the way it perceives future experiences. It uses what it knows to control what it does not know. Everything is organized through the self’s use of language.

THE LANGUAGE OF EVOLUTION

It is important to know the language we use in our spiritual practice because the words will form a view that will direct our journey, provide orientation and progress toward the destination, and establish the path to get there. Words and views are approximations or symbols of reality. We use them as horizontal markers toward the vertical dimension. Eventually the words and views that direct our practice must come to an end. The Buddha uses the simile of someone who carries a raft across dry land once she has used it to cross over a body of water.3 He suggests we release the raft once its usefulness is fulfilled.

I teach a number of beginning meditation classes, and when I start each series by asking people about their expectations, inevitably they mention their desire to change. Their motivation comes from the hope of being altered in some way, and their receptivity is narrowed to the language of self-modification. They are usually pragmatic and willing to expend energy for a qualified period of time if the hardship of practicing meditation translates into change.

Embedded in our psyche is the concept of change, a sense of growing toward something. We believe in time, and we use time to achieve our goals. Evolution provides a sense of meaning, purpose, and direction. It motivates us to see ourselves evolving over time, and it gives us hope and determination that a better life, or at least a better “me” within life, is possible.

The language of change also fits the Dharma’s emphasis on impermanence. The teaching of anicca, or the transitory quality of all things, is central to the whole of Buddhism. It states that all phenomena, both mental and physical, are in a constant state of flux. When we incorporate that view into our spiritual practice, we begin to believe that we should be changing right along with the rest of the phenomenal world, and this satisfies the desire to navigate around our problems without having to understand them.

It is true that everything about us is changing, everything except our view that life is always changing. This fixed view looks out upon the field of change and says, “Yes, I am evolving, becoming more patient, steady, and centered. Yes, it is working.” The view paradoxically reinforces the sense-of-self that loves to perceive change but refuses to abide within it. Everything is changing in body and mind except the “I” that perceives that fact, because the sense-of-I is a conceptual idea and concepts do not change. The self maintains its secure footing by observing change from afar and reflecting upon it. Abiding within change is a threat to its continuity, so “I” keep change at bay by holding a view about it.

Our hospice worked with John, a man who had been faith-cured of end-stage prostate cancer fifteen years earlier. John had attended an Evangelical meeting where the minister singled him out and, according to his doctors, cured John of all traces of cancer. Since then, John had been acting as a witness for this minister. John came into hospice care because his prostate cancer had returned; however, because John was so heavily invested in not having cancer, he refused to acknowledge it, and said he was dying of heart disease. After he died, his obituary listed the cause of death as cardiovascular illness.

John’s ingrained view of himself and his purpose in life left him little choice but to deny the obvious. Our views become our final stand. We choose to live in the ignorance of our views rather than a world unshaped by our mind. The language of evolution creates the spiritual path of progression, the perception we are going from here to there. This path has relative truth only when we consider ourselves a “someone,” and that “someone” now needs to go “someplace.” It is not wrong to view the path in this way; it is just limited, and over time this partial perception locks us into the viewpoint of the language.

In times of difficulty we can use the language of change as an escape route to safety. We may, for example, be having an emotionally challenging time. Thinking back over our spiritual training, we remember the Buddhist concept of anicca or impermanence and say, “Yes, this too shall pass.” Change, when used in this way, has become a philosophy that allows us to endure hard times. The language becomes it own solace, assuring its further use in the future as a hedge against difficulty.

There are several reasons to preserve components of this language of evolution in our spiritual life. When we practice within a Buddhist perspective, parts of us do need cultivation. For instance, the ability to attend to something is a training and a progression. If we plot attention to breathing over time, the slope of the graph is in a positive direction. The more we practice, the more we improve our ability to sustain attention upon an object. During the training, the meditator slowly learns to discern the difference between thinking about something and the awareness that accompanies the thinking. Slowly he begins to understand the limitation of a life lived through thought and image. For many people, sustained practice is required in order to repeatedly experience the difference.

Buddhism holds the view that certain factors of mind grow during practice, and they enhance the depth of observation by allowing the mind serenity and quietude. These factors are cultivated naturally in the course of Insight Meditation practice and are not the result of volitional effort, but of abiding in awareness with patience. In Buddhism these states are called the Seven Factors of Enlightenment and include mindfulness, investigation, energy, rapture, calm, samadhi, and equanimity.4

The point here is not to provide an explanation of these factors, but to point out that within this view, cultivated states of mind can be beneficial to awakening. An uncultivated mind can feel like a room in the midst of an earthquake, with thoughts, emotions, and personal stories shaking the rafters to the hilt, one thought following another with little clarity. It is hard to look around at the nature of the room when we are just trying to stand up in it. These seven factors of mind can quell the shaking and allow us to explore our habitat. The Buddha speaks of this by saying, “Just as all rafters of a peaked house slant, slope, and incline toward the roof peak, so too when a monk develops and cultivates the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, he slants, slopes, and inclines toward Nibbana.”5 We need caution when developing factors of mind because they very easily become ends in themselves. These factors are extremely subtle and alluring, and seem to indicate the goal of a purified mind. The logic behind their payoff is, “The more I practice the stronger these qualities become, so if I keep practicing, these qualities will eventually predominate over all others.” Unfortunately practice does not unfold according to our logic, and this view dooms us to experience the tension of always having more to do.

In addition, most of us cannot access these subtle qualities of mind outside of prolonged spiritual training, so they represent the payoff and verification of years of hard work. As practice matures we can easily lean toward these factors as proof of our growing purity. We can separate them out from the whole of practice by pursuing and forming our character around them. As our character begins to claim reference to these qualities, an image and view are formed, and a language begins to be articulated that fixes the spiritual path within this perception. All of this is how the sense-of-self maintains its dominion when we focus on any target as a spiritual end, and forget the simple truth that spirituality is allowing the nothing we are to manifest.

Character development is an important part of spiritual growth, but if it becomes the predominant focus of our intention, spirituality is soon relegated to self-improvement. Our character develops over the course of time as long as our spiritual intention is wise. Developing our character is not taken as a separate task; it will grow naturally upon following the inclination of our heart. The willingness to have faith in transforming qualities of the heart will be determined by the view we hold. When we perceive the interconnectedness of all life from Wise View, our actions arise from nonharm and become governed by love. Interconnection, not the sense-of-self, guides our integrity toward nonharm and unselfish consideration of others; our character becomes a refuge of safety for others and fearlessly stable in itself. All of this occurs without our direct involvement.

Some people seem to bypass traditional meditation practice or training and awaken without attempting to cultivate anything. How someone awakens seems individually determined, and the timing of awakening seems to have more to do with our ability to let go of a view than the cultivated practices we undertake. We are held back from awakening by believing in the map our mind has created regarding what we must do to awaken, and Buddhism can be misunderstood as a very laborious map.

There is nothing separating us from what we are except our ideas about what we are. These ideas form themselves into a view that is blindly followed and rarely challenged. The view then compels the self to go on a journey to end its own deception. We discover that ending the view ends the journey, and not the hard work we do. This leads to one irrefutable fact: we awaken out of a view.

An interesting question arises: if we knew we had to give up every aspect of Buddhism to awaken, would we? Sometimes we would rather give up the goal we seek than the coherent system to master that goal. Buddhism is so persuasive because of the articulate and compelling statement it makes about the nature of suffering and its ending. The system fits completely and comfortably within the language of change. “Of course,” we say. “This is what we have to do.” The language and the view Buddhism creates govern its rules and logic. If we believe we have to do it, then we have to do it, until we do not believe it anymore. The view creates a belief system, and what we believe we continually play out consciously or unconsciously in the spiritual, psychological, and emotional realms.

The language of evolution, cultivation, and development works well until we come to a deeper understanding of Buddhism. Words like “emptiness,” “suchness,” and “selflessness” require a new language, a new way of describing experiences. This new language requires a new cognitive map, new strategies, and new outcomes.

The old view does not work anymore because we no longer believe in it. We begin to feel limited by the old language of evolution. The idea of evolving toward something keeps us from accommodating our imperfections. Even the words “imperfections,” “defilements,” “hindrances,” and “taints” imply the evolutionary model of moving toward perfection. We begin to notice when we step out of this language that every state of mind is its own perfection. The horizontal language of change evokes an evolutionary definition and point of view, not the immediate essence of reality. The point is to abide with the reality of here and now without mental influences, but frequently the language we use keeps us from the here and now by forming a view that excludes it. By dropping the language, we suddenly awaken out of time into the vertical universe of endless possibilities.

At this point Buddhism switches views. We are fortunate that the Buddha speaks both the language of evolution and the language of Now fluently, but the two views are really oil and water. Some practitioners are able to easily move across views without much disruption; others are too invested in Buddhism meaning only one thing, and they have to leave Buddhism in order to hear the alternative language. Though we may be willing to switch views, we may not be willing to give up holding views.

THE LANGUAGE OF NOW

As we grow into the vertical universe of timelessness, we may assume a new set of concepts. Our insights have moved beyond the logic of progression, and we see the emptiness of all things and the complete uselessness of framing our spiritual practice in terms of an evolution. There is no going to our going, and we are not a work in progress. It is only the mind that moves with thought, and thought is not moving at all. The words held the sense of movement as they referenced past and future. The mind lost itself within the idea of time, but that idea never actually went anywhere. It was just a thought happening here and now. We were like a child who climbed on a wooden rocking horse to explore the Wild West, but never left his bedroom.

The language of Now takes over. The language tries to define the vertical universe by using phrases like the “natural radiance of mind,” “buddha-nature,” and “intrinsic freedom.” The language frames everything within the here and now, and everything within the here and now is devoid of inherent meaning and purpose. Meaning and purpose rely upon something extending itself into the future, and the here and now reveals all time contained within itself.

The language of Now will be traumatizing if we long for self-continuity. We can feel completely self-deflated because this new perspective offers no hope or direction for our struggles; it removes our support systems and leaves us completely alone. The language of Now cannot rescue us from the despondency of our own emptiness or reinvigorate our identity. If we pull the language of change out from under us too quickly, we are left with a philosophy that sounds noble but is not integrated. Resistance to the message of Now means we have more work to do within the language of evolution.

Some of us abide within the language of change while wanting to be in the language of Now. We may see it as hierarchical, with one system more advanced than the other, but that is not so, any more than an adult is more advanced than a child. We cannot move out of one until we are finished believing the language of the other. To end our belief in a language we must first end our dependency on what the language offers—a way to navigate our fears and desires. Once that ends, we find ourselves in a new realm.

When the language of Now is not sufficiently integrated it can become more destructive than helpful. It can become a system of beliefs devoid of responsibility. I have heard people of this school say, “It is all empty, so it does not matter what I do. It is all an illusion anyway.” From this vantage point, nothing, relatively speaking, is our fault. We can use this language to escape personal accountability and painful issues of our guilt and shame. The language allows us to play out our shadow side and scorn any sense of propriety. The Dalai Lama was once asked why he emphasized kindness over emptiness. He said simply, “Kindness is safer.”

We had a man volunteer for our hospice who held a strong nondual view of life and death. Unbeknownst to the staff, he went into our inpatient unit where people were on the edge of death and proclaimed they had nothing to fear and should relax into their dying. He told the patients to stop fearing death because neither they nor death existed. We promptly threw him out.

The view this man held was more important to him than the readiness of the patients to hear it. Once again language supplanted reality. At any point on the path, we can give ourselves over to the verbal expression of reality and the intellectual knowing that accompanies it. The realization of truth becomes secondary to the assurance the mind is offered through the safety of its opinions. Though the words of Now imply unification, the words themselves can be as divisive as any other, and only offer our mind a conceptual satisfaction.

We realize we can be as trapped by the language of Now as we can within the language of evolution. Both languages are equally distant from reality. Though we may think the language of Now is higher and nobler than the language of evolution, these two are not in competition with one another. All languages are inherently limited in perspective and equally tied to the view they represent. To argue one perspective against the other is to miss the entire point of where the view is pointing. It is not pointing to the words, it is pointing to the realization, which the view cannot contain.

Mahakassapa, a disciple of the Buddha’s, responded to a question about a fixed view using the following parable: “Once there was a swineherd . . . [who] saw a heap of dry dung that had been thrown away, and he thought: ‘There’s a lot of dry dung someone has thrown away, that would be food for my pigs. I ought to carry it away.’ And he spread out his cloak, gathered up the dung, and made a bundle and put it on his head . . . there was a heavy shower of unseasonable rain and he became spattered with oozing, dripping dung to his fingertips, but still carried his load of dung. Those who saw him said, ‘You must be mad! You must be crazy!’ [And he answered] ‘You’re the ones who are mad! You’re the ones who are crazy! This stuff is food for my pigs!’”6

The swineherd refused to drop his idea of how to use the dung despite the fact the dung started to work against him. Views can be useful in establishing an orientation to a problem. When we carry them as a true depiction of reality we become soaked in their dung. Thinking we are feeding our life by maintaining the view, we are actually doing the opposite.

Let’s return to the Buddha’s opening comments in this chapter: “Only thus can the rounds be kept going where there is any designation of the conditions of this existence.” When language does not attempt to define life, life is the way it is; when life is ascribed to language, it becomes what concepts make it. The sense-of-self is born, ages, and dies within the abstract. All suffering is the result of believing the images created by language. Our complete secular and spiritual life transpires only within the narrow corridor of our ideas.

THE WISE USE OF LANGUAGE

When Wise View is applied to language, the conventional speech where subjects are separated from objects begins to be transformed. We begin to look beyond the words for our realization, and words are opened past their immediate reference. Not only do we start understanding the experience behind the words, but also the depth of our experience expands as awareness touches each fact with quietude. Interconnectedness arises naturally when we are quieter, and silence transcends the word. We begin seeing and speaking from the perception of wholeness.

Language follows view. The sense-of-self tries to become whole and complete by using its speech in a kind and considerate manner; measuring its responses, the sense-of-self forces a continuum of moral and immoral communication. Moralism becomes an appendage to self-construction, building upon “me” by making “my” words better and more refined, and setting up a good and bad standard for actions of body, speech, and mind. Moralism is tied to the horizontal universe and its view of the world. Though we may wish to ascend beyond our ideology, moralism shows that we are very stuck in the quagmire of our judgments, and entrenched social mores of right and wrong lie behind many of our views and patterns of thought.

Trying to be good creates boundaries that mutually define its opposite, evil. Wise View works to eliminate boundaries to access the whole, while morality tries to access the whole by separating out good from bad. By pulling out what it likes from what it does not, morality unwittingly creates the evil it is trying to eliminate. Actions that strive for moral goodness often involve Wise Intention, but within unwise view. We cannot have our front wheels on the road and our back wheels in a ditch and then drive straight. Speech from unwise view is bound to create havoc.

After thought, the first indication of our moral footing is speech. Our speech is our initial presentation, the first public demonstration of ourselves to the world, and it is where we become both apparent and transparent. Speech is often the important step between our thoughts, intentions, and first physical manifestations. If we are out of alignment in speech, our mind is out of balance as well. There is no more hiding once we have spoken, and perhaps because of this, we can place an unfortunate burden on our speech.

I have seen many well-meaning Buddhists tie themselves in knots through their application of Wise Speech. Handicapped by the self-consciousness of what they actually feel like saying, they place enormous effort on getting their speech right. It does not seem to matter that their opinions are in discord with their speech; somehow speech takes on an exaggerated function of its own. There can be so much fear in saying anything tinged with negativity that very little is communicated.

Sometimes what appears to be gossip is actually two people exploring a third person’s behavior and trying to make sense of it. It can be an attempt to get beyond one’s opinions about a person rather than reinforce them. In similar fashion I have heard teachers of integrity use harsh speech to shock a student out of a particular grasping behavior. The intention and view behind the words make them wise or unwise, not necessarily what is said.

To practice speech without the proper orientation of Wise View is meaningless. At the end of a silent meditation retreat, students will usually start speaking from a unified consciousness. Their hearts are warm and inclusive, and their speech flows effortlessly from that view. I ask them to watch if and when their speech moves from interconnection to self-validation. What happens in that moment?

A good communication exercise is to watch the moment when presence is broken during verbal interaction. We will be speaking consciously, relaxed and connected, and a topic will arise where the sense-of-self takes a position. Suddenly the words we are using no longer match our consciousness, and in that moment the body feels a shift in energy. It is as if the interconnectedness has been severed, and we are left isolated and alone in our speech. When our intention is to maintain presence, we become increasingly sensitive to those areas where that connection is ruptured.

Our self-image looks for a way to garner its power through speech. Since the sense-of-self is the embodiment of resistance, it gains this footing through the language of distinction, comparison, and contrast. With every act of definition, a boundary is formed within our psyche. This boundary formation is felt physically and emotionally. The area of our energetic heart, the center of our chest, acts as a good guide for skillful speech because it vibrates so clearly when we have strayed into self-contracted language. We need only develop the capacity to listen and learn the signals of the heart to know the view we are in.

I remember tending a dying woman in hospice care who on our first visit spoke continuously from the moment I arrived until I departed. I was only able to introduce myself before she took control of the conversation. After an hour of extraordinary vulnerability and raw truth, the time came for me to leave. The following week I called to arrange another visit, and the patient’s daughter answered the phone. After an awkward conversation between the daughter and the patient, the daughter told me the patient did not want to see me. When I asked why, she told me that her mother said I talked too much.

I believe this woman exposed too much too soon. She may have become self-conscious when she reviewed our conversation. She was likely judging herself for having revealed her areas of difficulty. Most of us need both timing and trust for self-exposure. When the heart is relaxed, communication is effortless and usually relevant. The Buddha talks about the conditions for wise communication as follows:

[1]  “In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be unfactual, untrue, unbeneficial, and unfriendly to others, he does not say them.

[2]  “In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, unbeneficial, unfriendly to others, he does not say them.

[3]  “In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, beneficial, but unfriendly to others, he has a sense of the proper time for saying them.

[4]  “In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be unfactual, untrue, unbeneficial, but agreeable to others, he does not say them.

[5]  “In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, unbeneficial, but friendly to others, he does not say them.

[6]  “In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, beneficial, and endearing and agreeable to others, he has a sense of the proper time for saying them. Why is that? Because the Tathagata has sympathy for living beings.”7

The Buddha is asking us to broaden our perspective by looking beyond our own needs and including the other person in order to determine timing, benefit, and tone. He is asking us to regard the relative impact of our words, and saying what is true is not the complete contextual story. When we consider the other person within our communication, we become more encompassing in what we say and how we say it. It takes us away from our opinion of what the other needs to hear. Our language begins to come from something more than the “I” response or the summation of all the experiences present at one time; it comes from the whole. In Buddhism awareness of the whole is called clear comprehension, and is achieved by seeing within the totality of awareness, free of our fixed views.

The whole of the here and now is slightly different than what most people believe. The whole is more than the content of the present moment with the accompanying sense-data. The words and language of the content actually pull us back from the present into the past. When we experience the sense data, we are selecting out one aspect of the content, but the whole is the whole. The present is not what is in the moment; the present is what holds what is in the moment. The whole is the ground from which the content of the present moment arises. We can access this ground by inquiring, “What fundamentally holds all states of mind, is the basis of perception, and needs no cultivation?”

As we move into embodied action, it is useful to understand this difference. Our speech and actions may not be merely a response to the content of the here and now, and may arise from the whole of the moment rather than any particular aspect of it. When we act on a limited aspect of the moment, we are staying within the language and view of self. Just as the ego serves its needs by acting from its desires and fears, the whole serves its needs by moving from interconnectedness. The whole forms itself within stillness and can only be disrupted by identifying with thought. Wise Speech and Wise Action manifest from that stillness.
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Action from Emptiness

Do you have the patience to wait till your mind settles and the water is clear? Can you remain unmoving till the right action arises by itself?

—TAO TE CHING (TRANSLATED BY STEPHEN MITCHELL)

CONCEIVING OF SPIRITUAL practice as a journey actually works against its intended purpose. When we point our practice outside Now, it assumes the direction and agenda of that pointing. Terms like “in order to” and “for the purpose of” invite a mentality of preparation and postponement. A spiritual direction delays readiness and can be an impediment to joining what is always present. There is no preparation for Now, and Now does not need any groundwork. It requires only the courage to enter the present moment on its terms.

Directionless practice is at the heart of lay Buddhism, because it removes all the props and support systems we have learned to depend upon and offers unobstructed life in its raw form. Practice without direction is worrisome to the mind because the mind cannot gain traction without a journey. Unless we are going somewhere or overcoming some obstacle, we feel the work is pointless. The mind’s value and worth is contingent upon demonstrating an accomplishment. Without a goal for orientation our spiritual focus falters into a passive, “What’s the use?”

One of the reasons religious teachings keep the spiritual path so laden with images of warriors at battle is to counter this despair by creating a noble and purposeful journey against the forces of evil. These images keep us meaningfully engaged and provide a just cause for the focus of our energy and hard work. Since we value something proportional to the difficulty we have in acquiring it, if something is easily obtained we believe it is not worth having. Since spirituality must be the noblest undertaking of all, we force it to be the most difficult challenge imaginable, when actually it is extraordinarily simple.

When we drop the destination, we fall into the moment without direction, and the conditions within the Now are revealed. We are immediately confronted by the conditioned tendencies that have unconsciously driven our life. Our history, with its expectations and fears, is embedded within these conditions. These tendencies contain our preset ways of relating to this moment and cannot be perceived as long as we are unconsciously acting from them.

These unconscious patterns assure that our present actions will be based upon our history and that we will endlessly repeat this conditioning into the future. Every unconscious action strengthens our preconceived view of the world and assures our reactions within that view. We find ourselves going around and around like the character in the movie Groundhog Day, aware of being entrapped but finding no exit. Wisdom realizes we will not awaken without a full awareness of all preexisting conditions, and making these habitual tendencies conscious becomes the highest priority of Wise Intention.

Fighting these tendencies only strengthens the assumptions embedded within them. The self adheres to struggle because resistance solidifies these tendencies and simultaneously gives the self a sense of purpose, which is to overcome the resistance. The self is hardened habit, and it only knows what it has always done, which is to willfully move through obstacles. Wise Intention sees struggle as counterproductive to its deepest longing, and ends that tactic of the self through surrender.

What could be simpler than surrendering? We surrender all forms of resistance and protest to the conditions here and now. Wise Action is the continual surrendering of our separation through all activities of body, speech, and mind, and is more of a release than an action. As long as we think we are in control of our spiritual practice, surrender is the least disruptive behavior we can undertake because our actions, if not our mind, will be in accordance with Wise View.

I remember an occasion several years ago when I was forced to surrender my idea of fairness. I was visiting Bodh Gaya, India, the place of Buddha’s enlightenment. It was Christmas Day, and I wanted to honor the occasion by giving a gift to those in need. There was a long line of beggars who circled the fence protecting the Bodhi Tree where the Buddha is said to have awakened. I counted the beggars and bought the exact number of oranges as a Christmas offering. With two full sacks in my hands I went to the beginning of the line and started in an orderly fashion to hand out one orange per person. The people at the other end of the line saw what I was doing and circled back on top of me. They clawed and ripped the bags out of my hands, some making off with an armful of oranges while others received none. I remember recoiling at the starving and savage faces of the hungry, and feeling utterly helpless. There was no appropriate action I could take to rebalance the situation, and I was startled into clarity. The world was the way it was, and my righteousness added nothing. I walked away in awe, not in disgust.

Arguing with what is, is pointless. Thought-based actions are often in protest to what is, and once we have assumed that this protest is true, we will have the accompanying emotions of that assumption and will act in accordance with those emotions. Surrender is the acknowledgment of the futility of further argument and allows an appreciation of the most dismal situations. It is not resignation or feeling overwhelmed by the opposition; it is a simple and total realignment of the heart to reality.

Thought holds an alternative to what is. Thought says, “This doesn’t have to be this way, other possibilities would improve this situation.” Thinking forms a horizontal view that is constructed from the endless choices conceived by the mind, and we invest in the truth of those possibilities as a way out of Now. But reality does not hold a substitute for Now; there is only what is. In order to surrender, we have to see the choices offered by thought as pure fabrication. When we perceive the unreality of thought, the view and sense-of-self constructed from these thoughts end. Surrender is the collapsing of alternatives into reality.

Surrender is not associated with a special environment or state of mind, and can be done anywhere at any time. To surrender, pause; drop all resistance, and allow the mind to be held within awareness rather than thought. Do not move by reframing, correcting, or altering whatever the mind is doing in this moment. When every state is fully embraced, we find awareness opening around and through states of mind. We surrender the mind to be just what it is, and with the absence of resistance to the mind, awareness is all-pervasive.

We keep checking to see how well we are surrendering, but surrendering is the absence of checking. During a recent “senior moment,” I walked outside and completely forgot why I ventured outdoors. I found myself outside without any reason to be there. In reflecting on that moment, it seemed similar to surrender. When we surrender, what we surrender is no longer contained within a mental narrative; it is completely dropped and ended.

THREE EXPRESSIONS OF EMBODIED ACTION

Embodied action is spontaneous, arising out of the present moment. The mind is not divided against itself, nor is the body separated from the integrated action; rather it is a completely creative movement of the body and mind in unison. Embodied action is not thought driven, but it may be thought informed. When thoughts occur, their arising is known, but they are not directing the action. Such embodied action owns its place on the earth. It is the Buddha bearing witness by touching the earth and confirming his present expression of being. Embodied action has no alternative, no opposite, and there is no question whether we are doing the right thing because life and the action are one and the same indivisible movement.

Embodied action has at least three characteristics that distinguish it from egocentric action, and it might be useful to investigate our individual actions in light of each of these points. Before we begin, gently ask if our actions are fully embodied, or irresolute and halfhearted. Do they carry self-doubt and confusion about where we rightfully belong or what we should be doing? If we free the body from the doubting mind, we can confirm our place on the earth by feeling the earth beneath our feet, proving that we are authentically aligned with the only place we can be, here and now. As we proceed, let us direct our attention toward these three characteristics.

Non-Goal-Oriented Action

The first characteristic of embodied action is that it is not goal oriented. Actions are usually undertaken for the goal and results of the movement. Normally we are not as interested in the action as much as where the action will lead. Action is usually possession oriented and misses the life inherent within activity, instead focusing on the product of what “I” want from the action. When “I” reach for the glass, my thoughts are with the glass, and the life within the reaching is missed. The mind is in control when we are primarily interested in where the activity is going, and the heart guides us when the means are equally as important as the ends. One way to offset this goal-oriented tendency is to allow awareness within each activity. Instead of being consumed by the destination, make the traveling the purpose of the activity. As we move toward a goal, deliberately look at the surroundings, hear the sounds, and allow life in.

Embodied action leaves neither the process nor the product behind, and is therefore simultaneously qualitative and quantitative, which means we concurrently live within the activity of the movement even as the goal is reached. The mind joins the body when the goal is not more important than the activity. When the goal is not the single focus, there is an immediate change of direction when something unexpected occurs, and a new action can manifest spontaneously from the unfolding situation. The reason we thought we were there turns out not to be the reason we were there at all. “Oh,” we say. “This is why I came.”

Using the earlier perpendicular-universe model, non-goal-oriented action comes out of the intersecting point between the horizontal and vertical dimensions. Both dimensions are included; we neither forget what we are doing nor become tied to that exclusive result. For example, as we walk to our car after a meeting, we can listen to the birds and see the sunset, without forgetting where the car is or how to get there. If something unexpected arises during our walk, we have ample space to explore without feeling tied to the single goal of getting to the car.

I remember receiving a wonderful Dharma book as a gift but sensing it did not belong to me, though I could not intellectually understand why I had that thought. I had been carrying the book around for days when a friend started speaking of a problem that mirrored the book’s content. Listening to her, I realized she was the rightful owner of the book and passed it along. The book did not feel like a gift to her because it never felt owned by me. I was a placeholder waiting for her to come along.

This is the way embodied action feels. The action is not “ours” but passes through the connected whole of life, allowing the whole to use the action rather than the action to be a product of “me.” Embodied actions arise from what is appropriate in the moment rather than a planned or contemplated response. There is little or no forethought to the action; circumstances within the moment make it obvious what action is needed. To be embodied in action is to live within the quiet, inexplicable wonder of all things and still accomplish what needs to be done.

Actions with Integrity

The second characteristic of embodied action is that it has integrity. Embodied action is the external expression of interconnection, and it has ethical integrity because it is not derived from a contracted and selfish view. Integrity is more expansive than a moral stance; morality is ego driven and judgmental, holding both one’s own actions and the actions of others to unattainable standards. The harder we try to obtain the ideal, the deeper the sense of self-failure, and the more the shadowy opposite plays forth within our behavior. When we are morally bound, we often refuse to acknowledge any emotion, thought, or behavior that does not fit the perfect ethical model we envision. This is a prescription for disaster because the mind does not obey our ideal and will inevitably bring forth the undesired behavior, followed by further self-recrimination, and ending with greater resolve to control our behavior.

Integrity is not a forced way of being and is therefore free of shadow and self-reproach. Actions with integrity are expressions of this moment only, aligned within an interconnected view, arising once and ceasing forever. They are spontaneous because they arise from immediacy; they are creative because they are not a product of planning; they are based in nonharm because they are derived from seeing the whole of the moment rather than “my” interpretation of what is needed.

As an intermediate step to embodied action, ask whether Wise View is informing our action. Is the action derived from a warm and connected heart, is it based in nonharm, and is it aligned with our deepest heartfelt intentions? Healing comes from honestly looking at our conditioned patterns without self-deprecating commentary. Let us be piercing in our integrity but kind to what we see, investigating our mixed motivations and tracing them back in the moment to any unconscious residue of pain. Again, this is not an intellectual exercise; the pain is immediately present within the action.

Many years ago I helped Tom, a fellow monk in a monastery in Thailand, extract a snake from his cabin. We were late for a ceremonial gathering where all the monks received food from laypeople. It was a major Buddhist holiday and not an occasion for tardiness. Tom and I finished our work and proceeded down to the ceremony. On the way I was very self-reproaching, lamenting how awful it was for Western monks in particular to be insensitive on this occasion. Tom turned toward me and said, “You have nothing to apologize for. You responded to my plea for help, and that is the end of it.” We both walked into the gathering late, but with our heads held high.

The immediate effect of integrity is a light, harmonious mind and heart. Embodied action is not apologetic or defensive but is upright, transparent, and free of all paranoia associated with dishonest behavior. We are not looking over our shoulder to see if our illicit behavior has been discovered. Being accused of wrongdoing is not cause for defensiveness, and confidence arises from the action that is unshakeable and the confidence remains through praise or blame. We step out of the insidious cycles of negativity and reactivity, knowing we are exactly where we need to be. We understand why the Buddha says the following about ethical action: “When we appreciate fully the benefits of our ethical actions, we are filled with joy; here and hereafter there is a celebration of joy.”1

Directly experiencing the goodness of our hearts sustains our intention and allows this energy to flow into action. The joy of integrity encourages a deeper relaxation and confidence. We see we do not have anything to fear from our minds. Our spirituality now moves out in the open, unencumbered by environments or situations. The freer and more joyful we are within our actions, the more psychic space becomes available to focus on the connections of the heart, and that in turn increases our insight and wisdom.

Actions Countering Old Patterns

The third characteristic of embodied action is that it counters our old patterns. The body is an antenna for dissension, and tuning in to the body reveals areas of struggle, fear, and general disharmony that could easily be missed by observing the mind alone. The full embodiment of our convictions and intentions comes through our actions, and when something is a little off or partially false, it is often the body that first picks up the discord. We frequently know when our actions are out of alignment with our intentions even before we know the disposition of the mind. When we act in a selfish or self-validating way, the body knows and can feel the disconnection. Tuning in to the body with presence cues us to the ensuing habit patterns that are emerging.

The doubting mind stands in opposition to this knowing. Self-doubt inhibits moving out of old conditioning because it questions where we stand and our actions from that place. We feel apologetic and uncertain. When we are lost in habitual patterns of behavior, we are not fully conscious of what we are doing, and we may be acting from our doubt and yet be unaware of it. We resist making it conscious, and the pain of the doubt remains hidden. Once we make our life conscious, we feel the pain, but the pattern can be so strong that for a while we may succumb to its message.

Self-doubt will inevitably arise when we have the intention to change and step out of old patterns. The mind meets that opening with our historic pain and says, “Do you really think you are capable of this?” The intention to move in a more aligned direction with the knowing of the body becomes blocked by our assumed incompetence. Patience and persistence are needed until the pattern withers on the vine through our persistent attention.

As an example, we may be speaking to a prominent person at a social gathering and suddenly find ourselves drawing back psychologically, doubting our presence. The thought occurs, “Who am I to be speaking with her?” This is the moment we deliberately move into the body’s knowing. The body assures us there is nowhere else we could be but here and now, in this spot in time. There are no options to being where we are. To act in accordance with this certainty is embodied action. Connecting with the earth, we straighten our posture, return the steady gaze, and speak from confidence, negating the mind’s doubt. The mind has no power here. Embodied action comes from the earth itself, from the roots of trees and the granite of mountains.

Returning to the above example, I realize as I am speaking that the woman is no longer listening to me but looking vaguely around the room. The body warns me of a familiar emotional pattern arising, which if unheeded will cause a dramatic disconnection between the surroundings and myself. The emotional pain of old abandonment issues begins to surface, as does the thought that I am being rejected. I feel once again like an outsider, isolated and alone, unworthy of her attention. I want to slink away, confirming my projection, but embodied action will not allow that to occur.

The body stands steady within these emotional assumptions by confirming its immediate presence, thereby undermining the power of the historical pain. The body’s very presence proves the falseness of the emotional reaction, and it listens instead to the earth, moving from the peaceful certainty of its being and the ground on which it stands. Garnering energy from the earth, it reengages the woman without history, moving into a new arena of spontaneous action. This is new terrain and the mind screams forth its doubt, but the body is learning to live independently of its thought-based assumptions, and life will never be the same.

Even though the mind may rant and rave its disapproval and plead to follow its doubt, the body holds the course. Action brings the final stop to these old patterns. If the cells of the body are to learn a new way of being, they begin with a new action in response to to an old way of thinking. The power of the mind is superseded by the actions of the body. The Buddha describes this experience when he says, “As a stormy wind cannot move a mountain of rock so one who contemplates the reality of the body, and, by doing so, develops faith and energy, is unmoved by forces of fear.”2

This is not a matter of acting from our beliefs or willful effort. Willpower cannot sustain itself because it is based upon selection and aversion. Embodied action is the opening of a new perspective beyond the limitation of mind-based action and is not a selective process. When we only know action that originates from mind, our energy can only move in accordance with that perspective, and the energy flows in one direction only. When conditions change, we are left in fear. Embodied action moves and perceives from a deeper source where the previous conditioning is not denied or avoided; it simply becomes irrelevant from this new perspective.

An exercise that accesses this new perspective is walking through the mind rather than with the mind. When we are walking down the street, instead of mulling over thoughts as we walk, walk through the thoughts as they arise. Like a fog, let whatever we are thinking be the mist around us, and walk right through it. The energetic center of the walking moves from the brain to the midsection of the body. This walking exercise empowers the body and releases mind-controlled action.

These three characteristics of embodied action mutually support one another. When we allow the body to take over our actions, we are no longer driven by our pain and our actions become a creative force within the moment. Since the goal is now secondarily important to the vitality of the moment, our actions become integrated into Now in a way that thought-driven action could never accomplish. This integration allows full integrity of body, mind, and action, and integrity in turn will no longer move in accordance with its old conditioning. Each characteristic feeds upon the other and grows in confidence and stability until the moment is fully invested with presence.

LIVING OUR TRUTH

Insight, which is the flash of a creative and new perception cutting through mental distortion, is first assimilated by the mind. The mind tries to figure out intellectually what happened, and usually moves the insight into a narrative, tying it to a spiritual paradigm. The new perception, however, actually pervades both the mind and the body and leaves an indelible, wordless mark on both. Insight usually takes a long time to integrate its way into spontaneous action and starts out as something we saw, and therefore something we “should” do. But the energy of the insight cannot become integrated into the body through a “should” because the insight is being arrested within a mental paradigm. What integrates insight quickly into consciousness is deliberate action.

Without incorporating the insight into action, the insight can quickly become entrapped in old assumptions, unable to surface, and remain constricted until we are willing to question the assumptions that contain it. Old assumptions are invalidated through embodied action, because embodied action bypasses the control center of the mind and questions those beliefs head-on. Embodied actions are assertions of new ways of being and are in direct contrast to the old assumptions that inhibit new perceptions.

For example, I may see unequivocally that my current job is not a good fit, but I am also frozen within the fear of being unemployed. I know I am employable beyond this job and have had multiple offers in the past, but the insecurity of leaving a job seems to trump all the wisdom of why I need to leave. Unless I begin some movement in relation to this wisdom, I cannot break the pattern of fear. Deliberately I do just that and start with phone calls, internet searches, and interviews. The actions I am taking have their own conviction and confidence, and suddenly I have more space around the fear that held me to my job.

When we act in a new way, the body cells begin a reorganization process that no longer supports the old beliefs. In the beginning the new actions and the old bodily feelings are in conflict. We don’t feel we should be acting this way; it is out of character and not true to our beliefs. That is the point—it is out of character from the old emotional imprints, but if we endure through this apparent conflict something new will arise. The body does it all; it does not require mental interference or a new belief system.

During residential retreats, I frequently see people who have become arrested within an emotional pattern. On and off retreat they may have observed a particular pattern a number of times, but have never acted in accordance with the insight. When they come back on retreat, they see the same unresolved issue. They know the issue backward and forward, but the implications of acting on it cause too much turmoil. They think, “Better leave it for next time.” It is not just their minds that have closed down; it is their entire organism, the cells of their physical and emotional bodies, and from this point forward there will be a dead stop until the pattern is challenged.

Many of us find ourselves in a bad marriage, an emotionally draining job, or a persistent sense of self-inadequacy. We feel stuck, and we are. To get ourselves moving toward wisdom, we might begin by writing two or three action statements that would defy the old conditioning. For the moment, do not worry if they seem too extreme or life altering. Just write them down: “(1) On Monday I will sit down and discuss with my spouse the despair I feel in our marriage; (2) I will ask my spouse to seek marriage counseling with me; and (3) I will try to listen to his needs within the marriage in a similar way that I am asking him to listen to mine.” Writing these sentences down is itself an action and begins an honest acknowledgment of the difficulty. Writing can be the first step in transformation, and a step away from simply seeing the need to change as a “good idea.”

It is helpful to have an overview of how extensively the roots of this problem pervade our life. The pattern can be studied as a cultural anthropologist would study a foreign culture, taking notes, focusing on every detail of its occurrence, and simultaneously releasing all judgment. This objective observation allows the assimilation of the facts without encouraging additional emotional reaction to those facts.

Once the facts are seen, and we have tired sufficiently of the old pattern, a new action will emerge. This is the most difficult step. In the beginning it feels as if every cell is screaming against a new action. Memories, emotions, thoughts, and the dark beliefs held within those habituated tendencies are all being stirred. The new action is not yet established, so the mind attempts to regain its power through the familiar old patterns by creating doubt, uncertainty, and fear.

We allow the body to find a new action by first establishing a new, confident physical posture, squaring the shoulders and holding our gaze steady, grounding the doubt that arises. The body is in command here; it holds, but is not enslaved to the mind, and usually after many false starts the mind begrudgingly assumes this new confidence of the body. This process is not undertaken to create a better sense-of-self or a new belief about what we can do, but to learn to move without relying on the mind and its emotional feedback.

There is no need to check in with our emotional history to determine how to act or to wait for the feedback loop of our narrative to plot our next move. Neither do we overscrutinize our motivation and mindfully pick apart our intentions. There is a stage of practice when investigating intention is helpful and may even be essential, but at some point mindfulness is abandoned for authentic action. The moment is to be embodied, not studied, and eventually spiritual practice has to be surrendered to faith in the action itself.

The body holds the “yes” of our new action even as our mind holds the “no” and reluctance of our past. Something inside knows we have long betrayed a truer and more authentic expression of ourselves that is rooted in the cells of our body, and only needs to be released from fear in order to access joy and spontaneity. Authentic and embodied action confirms we are more than our mind’s history and story, more than we have “imaged” ourselves to be.

WISE ACTION AND EMPTINESS

I have noticed over the years that many long-term meditators have less success off the cushion than on. While they may have very deep, penetrating insight on retreat, their actions in the fullness of their daily lives are frequently clouded and confused. Not much of the insight has transferred or integrated itself into everyday wise action. What inhibits them from embodying the principles they know, rather than merely knowing the principles? I am reminded of the Buddha’s words:

However many holy words you read,

However many you speak,

What good will they do

If you do not act upon them?3

I do not question the depth of insight of these meditators. As I ponder this paradox between what we know and how we act, it occurs to me that the problem may be in the way we are trained. The sense-of-self is not confronted by action early on in Insight Meditation. We are encouraged to watch ourselves, probe, investigate, and understand, but not to act contrary to our assumptions. Integration and transformative spontaneity may become arrested within inaction.

When I was with Nisargadatta Maharaj he cajoled, laughed, pitied, and argued in order to try and align my actions with my intentions. “Why,” he said, “do you sit motionless, endlessly meditating, instead of acting upon what you know? How many times do you have to see it before you are willing to act?” I had no answer.

One of the forms of Insight Meditation is walking meditation, where the meditator walks mindfully back and forth in a prescribed manner along a straight line. The students are taught to walk with awareness, to be mindfully aware of the experiences arising during this action. Mindful walking reinforces the sense of “me” walking with awareness. An exercise more aligned with Wise View would be to walk within awareness, allowing awareness the full and true embrace of the person, with the person no longer in control of awareness.

As subtle as this distinction may seem, the entire orientation and fruit of our practice depend upon it. The correct alignment of practice is to question the sense-of-self within every action taken. If we hold the body within false assumptions, the body will live and express those assumptions in actions of body, speech, and mind. The self will live and thrive, but our spiritual life will not. The spiritual path will simply play out the worldly view of separation.

Action from Wise View is the confirmation of emptiness because it comes from the absence of self-driven thinking. Such action confirms and integrates emptiness into our cells. If our actions are embodied, they move naturally toward interconnection rather than a self-fulfilling intention. This follows throughout our spiritual training.

As an example, Insight Meditation places a high value on equanimity. Equanimity is the nonreactive, nonmoving mind. Some practitioners are so enamored with its spiritual significance that they use equanimity as a measuring stick for their progress. When we check in and gauge our equanimity, we are already lost. The “I” that is measuring cannot coexist with equanimity. The sense-of-I is the embodiment of the absence of equanimity because the “I” comes into existence through resistance and mental movement. Checking our equanimity becomes an exercise in self-modification where we tamper with our reactive patterns to fit our spiritual identity. Wise View tells us we have to surrender our equanimity to emptiness and not look back. The true state of equanimity is emptiness, and the sense-of-self simply interferes by trying to gauge its equanimity in measurable terms. We will never know true equanimity because nothing truly authentic can ever be known.

Wise View subtly informs our practice through action. Since action is the confluence of embodied presence and natural energy, action alone is the decisive statement of our immediate understanding. In yoga there is an understanding of the “universal principles of alignment,” the interplay between muscular energy that can be controlled and the natural energy that cannot. This is the balance within postures. There is no ideal or perfect pose, but there is perfect balance achieved when the pose holds us.

Exploring the physical dynamic of muscular and natural energy is the entry point into noticing how energy is moving us. This invites a new way of being in all situations. We are not correcting ourselves to find the perfect posture; we are allowing what is already there to move us from the ground up. Entering into a state of connectedness, grounding the mind away from its doubt, we give our body over to the energy of the earth. We hold the posture of confidence and let the ground do the rest.

Wise Action is not an internal dialogue about what “I” should do, but a subtle inclination toward what is appropriate to do, a visceral feeling more than a spoken word or image. Wise Action starts at the ground level and moves through our body, but if the action moves up too far into the brain, we can second-guess and doubt it. The body does not doubt itself, so Wise Action is the perfect response between the cells of the body and the ground of our life.

Taking embodied action a step further into the work environment, we are confronted with a new set of challenges. What is Wise Livelihood, given a market-driven culture? The basic principles do not change; what changes is the level of complexity from simple action to engaged social interaction.
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Awakening through Livelihood, Stress, and Time

Expand the definition of a worthwhile life.

—JAMES ROUSE

THE SYSTEM BEING presented here can feel so structured with intentions, effort, view, x-axis, y-axis, radical accountability, etc., that one might wonder how this translates into spontaneous actions of body, speech, and mind. How do all these words fit with the wordless truth of our being? They do, and they do not. The words are skillful means to investigate our assumed reality, but once we realize the true reality that is free of our projections, the words are no longer useful. Dependency upon the words creates attachment to the knowledge the words contain, and indicates the “me” is in command. All the words in this book point toward stepping out of self-empowered living and finding our true home within the wordless.

But what moves us forward if not our words and thoughts? How is movement possible while abiding in the wordless, when purposeful and willful movement is all we have ever known? Most of us will face a moment of uncomfortable questioning between the known words of our mind and the unknown stillness of our heart. We have few clues as to how wordless action manifests, and we realize we cannot follow the examples of others because unless our actions are authentically ours, we reinstate the word through imitation.

At some point, it becomes unacceptable to fall back into a patterned life merely because we do not know how to go forward, so we surrender our actions to silence and wait. The body then moves in an appropriate way. How it moves or why it moves is frequently unknown, but it works perfectly within the fabric of the moment. Verbal responses that arise from stillness often have no resemblance to intellectual answers given in the past, and frequently do not even sound like something we would have said. The physical movement from stillness is the same: spontaneous, heart governed, and connected.

This is the playground of serendipity; desiring something, we turn and it suddenly manifests; thinking about someone, we walk down the street and there he is. As the sense-of-self surrenders ever more deeply into reality, unusual and mysterious circumstances come into play. What we call coincidence is the play of the universe continually before our eyes. Because these occurrences are not mentally predictable, we throw them into a category called chance and designate them as outliers to the normal and expected.

I was on a personal retreat at Gaia House in England a few years ago and went down to the library for a little inspired reading. I was perusing the large number of books when randomly my hand selected one and opened it. Initially I had no idea what the book was, but as I began to read, I noticed it sounded familiar, although I still could not place the conversation. I looked at the cover, and the book was a series of dialogues with Nisargadatta Maharaj. The page where the book fell open was a recorded dialogue I had with him in 1980, and until that moment I had not known that book existed or that anything I had ever said to him had been written down.

The wonder that we are meets the wonder that always is, and the heart sings within the playground of serendipity. The mystery is usually held in abeyance by clearly defined objects and a controlling subject, but when these are removed the vacuum is filled with wideopen potential and infinite possibilities. The past has ended, and we are no longer oppressively held in check by its demands.

Much of the reason we lack enthusiasm for our life is that it is too predictable. Our attitudes and beliefs reduce the creative power of the universe into an expected result, and we live out the predetermined script. We are most alive where we are most interested, and there is no greater fascination than the unexpected play of the universe. A wonderful intention to express in the morning before we rise is, “May my consciousness be open, and may the mystery reveal itself throughout the day,” and then to resolve not to allow the worries of the day to take precedence over the mystery.

WISE LIVELIHOOD

Many of us do not feel authentic on our jobs, and one of the challenges some of us face is how to be creative and spontaneous in our work environment. The words “spontaneous” and “employment” almost seem contradictory. The question becomes, how can we be creative and spontaneous in our work life while maintaining our roles and responsibilities in our job and in our family? In other words, how do we make our livelihood wise?

It is rare to meet someone who has integrated his life with his work; instead many of us give away a third of our life to fund the other two-thirds. Yet our work must be included within our spiritual orientation, or we falter and limit our growth. The willingness to move away from the habitual and routine has a significant role to play in the fulfillment of our life in general and our work in particular.

Mostly we have a fixed relationship and set opinion about the forty-plus hours a week we spend earning a living. Day after day that relationship hardens around a predetermined, often negative attitude, collapsing our energy and interest down into an untenable crisis of spirit, which eventually depletes us. This loss of interest and vitality at work and the conflicting values imposed by work are the two most frequent complaints about livelihood. Let us look at each of these and begin to align our work with the primary intention of the heart.

Interest in Work

The ideal of trying to infuse our spiritual practice within our livelihood can be counterproductive. Many of us wrongly believe that our spiritual practice directs us to work with the underprivileged, and we may feel we have not met the standards of Wise Livelihood unless we work selflessly for the common good, applying our mindfulness toward a just and worthy cause.

I believe the Buddha is intentionally vague about defining Wise Livelihood for the very reason that he wants to make a person’s work accessible, grounded, and practical. When asked to define this term, he says, “And what is right livelihood? There is the case where a disciple of the noble ones, having abandoned dishonest livelihood, keeps his life going with right livelihood: This is called right livelihood.”1 When pressed further he comments, “A lay follower should not engage in five types of business. Which five? Business in weapons, business in selling and buying human beings, business in meat, business in intoxicants, and business in poison.”2

I would suggest a different tack by defining Wise Livelihood as pursuing our interest toward a deepening interconnectedness while meeting our financial obligations. This definition moves Wise Livelihood through Wise View, but does not define the specific work we should be doing. The Buddha is explicit about earning sufficient money to meet our expenses when he says, “Herein, Vyagghapajja, a householder knowing his income and expenses leads a balanced life, neither extravagant nor miserly, knowing that thus his income will stand in excess of his expenses, but not his expenses in excess of his income.”3

The point is to allow our interests, not our idealism, lead our work. Interest is where we are closest to life, where the distance between our heart and a natural abiding within life is narrowed and where we are most attuned to our aliveness. It does not necessarily follow that such a life will be directed toward social service or a helping profession. Any discipline can be seen as wise if it feeds our heart with joy and enthusiasm while not deliberately inflicting suffering. We feed the world through our being fed, not through our sacrifice. Aliveness is our birthright; we deserve to be aligned with our heart, but most of us have to rediscover how to do that.

Wise Livelihood is how we are on the job, not just what form of work we choose. Work is not naturally boring even if it is routine; we bring boredom to the work. It is up to each of us to break through areas where we arrest our aliveness and to rebalance our focus and intentions. As one hospice worker said to me, “I have worked with hundreds of dying people and when I meet a new patient, I know I could always give a pat answer based on my history with other patients. But to do that means I would have made their dying into my routine, and I can’t do that. I don’t teach from a routine, which is a kind of death in itself. I teach life, and I have to model that during every interaction.”

We may have initially chosen a job that was interesting, but as days pass, our behavior becomes habitual and our vitality slowly drains from the work. Such patterns need to be addressed quickly or they smolder into generic attitudes about our work or abilities. Once these psychological blocks are removed and we renew our relationship to the job, we do not have to force mindfulness on the situation. Awareness is drawn out through our interests, and where we are interested we are simultaneously awake.

Interest in secondary intentions like money, status, and ambition may temporarily capture our attention, but they are ultimately limited because they do not fulfill our deepest need for interconnection. Working exclusively for these secondary gains is the central reason many of us despair about work. We keep trying to find the payoff the culture promises about these benefits but never feel completely satisfied by the reward, and over time a spiritual lethargy may develop from working for secondary gains at the expense of our heart.

If we get involved with work from secondary intentions, we eventually find the work unable to sustain our need for creativity and originality. Since the confusion that led to accepting a job for secondary gains was never consciously explored, leaving such a job can be difficult and protracted because the unexplored fears arise with a vengeance. Thoughts like, “Even though I am uninspired in my work, at least this is familiar and the money is good,” force us back into a staid pattern of spiritual fatigue.

The only way a spiritual path can unfold is through a direct connection to the primary intention, that deep longing within the heart for the total resolution of conflict. If we are uninterested in what blocks our primary intention at work and in our life, our spiritual practice will not bear fruit. Mindfulness will center on “me” and what “I want,” and will be awash in our reactivity and assumptions, without any way of moving beyond that limited perspective. This is the reason mindfulness cannot succeed when willfully forced onto a situation; the “I” that forces mindfulness is simultaneously a limitation on it. Mindfulness either lights up on its own through interest in the primary intention or is destined to a cycle of lapses and increased frustration.

As the primary intention rises to the surface of our work, nothing is discounted. If our job is boring, we become interested in the boredom itself and explore its hold on us. We might ask, “What is this boredom and how is it determining my relationship to work?” If someone at work is difficult, we refuse to blame our situation on outside forces. Instead we use radical accountability and look at the unconscious pain in our mind that leads to projecting the blame outward. If our mind wanders during business meetings, we might inquire, “What is the emotion driving the need to escape?” Each question activates our interest and creativity and aligns us firmly within our primary intention.

To spiritually renew our work, we ask what initially interested us in this form of employment, and we attempt to dust off that latent interest and reengage with the original enthusiasm. If that becomes too difficult, we might find other areas of work to explore, such as personal interactions, emotional reactivity, our lack of commitment, or any state of mind that disrupts full engagement. The practice becomes a method for confronting and examining whatever we bring to the job that results in a fixed attitude or lack of presence in the work.

Sustained interest is found within the primary intention: within wonder, mystery, unity, or interconnection. Interfacing with wonder is creativity, and creativity in action is spontaneity. Does our work foster creativity? Perhaps it is not to be found within the prescribed duties of our job but within the small interactions and challenges throughout the day. What if we refused to move out of habit and waited through our attitudes and predetermined ideas for originality? Just holding the intention to act authentically invites interest and stirs the heart.

Evelyn, a hospice nurse I worked with, confided that she saw each patient as a challenge for a creative response. Despite everything Evelyn had learned in nursing school, she once slipped into bed with a patient because she knew the patient needed to be held as she was dying. Another time when a dying patient seemed unable to relax and let the dying unfold, Evelyn picked up the phone and called the patient’s estranged son across the country. She told him his mother needed his forgiveness to die quietly, and the son was able to release his anger and tell his mother that all was forgiven. The patient died very soon after the phone call.

Conflicting Values

Life lives on life. We eat plants and animals to sustain our body, expend energy in order to stay warm and clothed, and utilize resources in most activities we undertake. To become overzealous and righteous in our attempt to end all excesses at work is out of balance with the multiple ways we must destroy in order to survive every day. Work will never meet our ideal of zero impact on the environment, but is the product or service being offered worth the expenditure? Is there an alignment with our deep personal values and the values expressed at work, and does that alliance offset the consumption of energy needed to do the job?

We can become moralistic in our pursuit of wise employment. One student said she quit her job as a home health nurse because she was “expending too much carbon dioxide driving from one patient’s home to the next.” The energy impact we make in our work is important, but we should weigh the cost with the benefit, in this case the patient who is homebound and needs a nurse.

When the values of work match our personal views there is internal alignment and harmony, but many jobs are thrust upon us out of economic necessity. If we find ourselves in a job that has little resonance with our values, we can feel as if we are prostituting ourselves for a paycheck. Once spiritual transformation begins, we may no longer accept the values of the organization, but feel trapped within the job because of our financial obligations. There is no easy resolution to conflicts between personal views and the values at work, especially when there is financial pressure at home. Two practices can help: one is establishing an intention toward work that is more aligned with our emerging spiritual values, and the other is patience in leaving the current job and finding wise employment.

Many years ago I was working as an inner-city substitute teacher. The work was next to impossible, but I needed the money to support my graduate education. I would go home with tension headaches from facing one crisis after another, day in and day out. The job met my definition of Wise Livelihood, but it was not wise for me to continue. Some jobs just do not fit, and this was one of them. I consciously resolved to leave but left open where or when I would go, or what I would do. I posed a wide-open intention, left the details unresolved, and decided to be patient and unhurried throughout the process. Meanwhile my personal responsibility to substitute teaching was to show up for the job, work with it, and set intentions according to my integrity. I had faith that if my intentions were clear the next opportunity would present itself, and in a few months a more appropriate job appeared.

Work that creates either external or internal harm needs examination. It was clear that substitute teaching within that school district was not helpful to my body or mind. Posing a series of questions can assist in clarifying our intentions: (1) Can I understand the difficulties without blaming? (2) Is an internal or external change needed? (3) If change is needed, how can I systematically work to make that happen? and (4) If I cannot change what I am doing, can I be complete in what I am doing?

Being complete in what we are doing is integrity, and no employment is worth sacrificing our integrity. An awakening consciousness cannot stay on a job that is creating more suffering than it is alleviating, either from the goods and services it produces or the effects it has on our body and mind. Each level of spiritual understanding has a threshold where the difficulties faced can create more tension than insight, and like the example of substitute teaching, the activity no longer serves us. To advance, we sometimes have to withdraw. The pain of personal failure often accompanies withdrawal, but failure has nothing to do with the spiritual journey. We are either up to the task or not, and if we are not, we are wasting our time trying to force ourselves to be successful. If we are continually slipping backward despite our intention to make the job work, we should pick up and move on.

On retreats we offer each participant a “yogi job,” a way of managing the daily workload by requesting small work assignments from each student. When I was new to meditation I was cynical about this, considering it a backhanded way of getting unpaid labor from captive retreatants. With experience my view has changed, and I now understand it as a privilege. Each job on the retreat is like a spoke in the wheel that allows the whole retreat to turn smoothly. We work from the center of the wheel for the whole, and only in concert can the wheel move forward.

This is a completely different way of perceiving work. When work by and for the individual is divided and separated away from the whole, we do not feel the impact of what we are doing on one another, and we then need to barter a forced connection through labor unions, negotiations, and management. When the relationship becomes too impersonal, and when the distance between what we do and its effect is too great, we stop caring and enclose around ourselves. It is like waging war from heights and distances too far to see the personal effect of the destruction.

From time to time it can be useful to pause and see the greater web of connection that surrounds what we are doing. When I was young, people in my hometown turned out to sandbag the weakened dikes after a major flood. I never had so much fun nor worked harder in my life. The shared purpose and intent of helping ourselves through helping our neighbors had a joy unfathomable at my age.

Our principle job on this planet is to reconnect through all circumstances. Whether our organization is profit or nonprofit, we can work beyond the private enterprise and entrepreneurial definitions and reclaim honest human interaction. We can show up for the work we do and the people we meet, and from that spirit and intention, everything we do serves the whole.

TIME AND STRESS ON THE JOB

Most of us know how to work effectively on the job, but few know how to make the job work effectively for us. We feel enslaved by the pressures of work, as if stress was something we had to endure. Pressure is self-imposed, projected outward and blamed on the environment as stress, yet we are doing it to ourselves by ignoring our internal drive, which is creating the pressure. If we look into that pain, we will see psychological issues such as wanting to be liked, respected, or be perfect. Look deeper, and we see the origin of the wanting is a feeling of self-inadequacy. We are trying to surmount our insufficiency by overcompensating with self-pressure.

If we use stress as a reverse cue and allow its onset to return us to the origin of the pain, we can actually learn about ourselves from the stress, and our job starts working for us. The feeling of stress can take us back to the pain of being ourselves. As mentioned in earlier chapters, we then have the opportunity to move through what the sense-of-self is and come to a deeper understanding of our true nature. The crucial issue with stress is exploring the pain rather than projecting out and reacting from the pain.

We will now look deeper into the issue of stress, past the psychological component to our relationship with time. How are stress and time related, and how is time itself created by the mind? We will see how thoroughly we have indoctrinated ourselves to believe time is an external event happening to us. Once we believe in time, we will have the accompanying emotions related to saving or wasting that commodity, and stress will result.

Compartmentalizing Time

Resistance slows time; our mind peers beyond Now to the promise of relief after this workday is finished. Since our mind is glancing ahead, the quality of the work before us suffers. In that moment we have forsaken our life by removing ourselves from reality. We are lost in the fantasy of arriving home, enjoying the quiet of the evening, relaxing with the newspaper; an interval when time is working for us. Even though the dream is unobtainable, our feelings linger with the thoughts, and an emotional residue remains, confirming how misplaced we feel on our job.

We do not realize the toll such dreams incur on our body and mind. A stress fracture results between the conjured fantasy and the work moment at hand. Emotionally we are adrift between two different time-frames and unable to fully return. This causes even greater tension during work hours because our energy divides its loyalty between the two scenarios of home and work.

The stress lies in the mind’s attempt to physically compartmentalize time. We have divided our life into discrete time-frames: work time, alone time, family time, commuting time, sleep time, etc. Throughout our day, one interval is often in conflict with another, but we try to keep them from interfering with one another by setting up strict boundaries and divisions. We attempt to protect our desired alone or family time from an invasion by the other frames of time, and find ourselves irritated when a call from work comes over dinner, an unsuspecting family member intrudes upon our alone time for meditation, or a commute lasts longer than anticipated, preventing us from arriving on time.

Our moods and attitudes are altered by the time frame we are in, and we practically become different people within each time allotment. We are kinder with our family than with people at work and calmer in meditation than with our family. Maintaining these discrete and separate lives is only partially successful as the tension necessary to physically seal off the overlap between the time zones takes its toll on all the frames. But the real leakage occurs mentally; during our off time, our mind drifts to the work remaining on our desk, at work our mind wanders back to the family, and our sleep is continually disturbed by the worries from all the other intervals. This carryover can form itself into an attitude of oppression that affects all parts of our life.

Exploring our relationship within each time period, we learn that the sense-of-self carries aversion or attraction into each interval. We mentally struggle to shorten or prolong each segment, when for the most part the length of each time period is predetermined. This results in stress. What if we changed focus and made all time “our time,” our time to be at work, our time to be at home, our time to commute, and so forth? Time would start working for us, and the intervals would no longer be in conflict with one another, and nothing would keep us from connecting with ourselves.

From this perspective, “our time” feeds us because it eliminates division in us. If we are not waiting for something to end or trying to prolong it, we become alive within it, and we are no longer dividing our life into separate existences. We can use any tendency to squirm physically or lose focus mentally as a cue to relax and rejoin the moment, to come back to what is already here. “Our time” becomes time to perceive a unified reality. Even if we are not in our job of choice, we can still be whole in what we are doing. We can make any employment workable by refusing to mentally distance ourselves from it.

This can only happen if we stop externalizing time. Like all objects, time was placed outside the sense-of-self as something happening to us. To heal the rift, we release the tension between time and us. Instead of pushing against time, we live it. By refusing to make time an external force or object, it is no longer an obstacle; the partitions are gone, and we rejoin time. When time comes back together as a whole, it heals, and we heal within it.

It is useful to remember that anything outside of the immediacy of Now is unreal, and time fits that definition when it is not consciously understood as thought happening here and now. The sense of time is created and externalized when we want or fear what time will bring. We pursue our desires and fears within time. We create time through imagining another moment other than Now, and then chase the object of our imagination as if it had the same reality as Now. But reality does not hold time; we create it to force life to fit our prescribed needs by thinking it into creation. The sense-of-me arises simultaneously as the time traveler. Once we are separated out through our thoughts, time becomes a friend or an enemy, depending upon the situation. When it turns against us, we become anxious, tense, hurried, frenetic, and inevitably stressed.

Time and Incompletion

Nothing can be separated from the whole, or else the whole becomes fractured into the multiple heavens and hells of life. Life, time, and the sense-of-self are all one and the same event, and spiritual growth eliminates the imagined boundaries that create the perception of time happening to us. When there is total abiding within the moment, nothing happens to “us” because the moment is without the boundaries that defined “us” in the first place. It all comes back together.

There is an abiding question that percolates up from the depths of our heart as we align ourselves with time. What is not limited by time, space, or circumstances? What remains untouched by all this commotion and stress? Yes, our relationship to work is often problematic and needs our attention, but healing the dysfunctional areas of our life is not the entire spiritual story. Fixing these distressed areas frees up our psychic energy so another perception becomes possible, but real freedom is not within this handyman’s approach to correcting our problems.

As long as we think in terms of time, this new perception is blocked. The assumption that we need more time to complete our spiritual journey, or that there is something missing and we need more time to find it, creates a sense that we are separate from time, and additional time will fix the difficulty. This egoic use of time is an attempt to distort the spiritual path to “my” advantage, and thereby deny its resolution.

A radical shift can occur in what it means to be complete. We act too readily from “feelings of incompleteness.” We feel incomplete about almost everything we do, including work. These feelings govern most of our actions and much of our life. This simple emotion seems to indicate that some action is needed to add or take something away, but the real confusion occurs because this feeling is merging with our story of self-inadequacy. Since we believe the inadequacy is true, we live out the assumption that something more is needed. Should we not question the truth of the assumption of the feeling itself before devoting our life to following its message that something is indeed broken and needs fixing?

When examined as and for itself, free of our narrative, the feeling of being incomplete fails to motivate us to further action. It is empty and dead in the water. Since the feeling of incompleteness drives much of our spiritual practice, this one insight can alter our life and our spiritual path irreversibly. The next time we practice a spiritual method, notice if the method is meant to alter or correct the perception that something more is needed. When we assume the truth of the feeling of incompleteness, the assumption that something is wrong and needs fixing is the prevailing view. In that moment, time is created, the time needed to get over our problem of being incomplete.

The only tool the dimension of time has available is “more” time, and it uses more time to solve the problems within time. Around and around we go, using time to resolve the problems of its creation. What if we did not move with the logic of that view, and instead simply stopped doing anything at all about our state of mind? We would discover there is nothing wrong with anything, including the prevailing feeling of incompleteness, because the feeling there is something wrong is just a feeling and requires no further action. Time would end on its own because it would have no further use.

Awareness is the common element between time and the timeless, and freedom is discovered when awareness is liberated from time. One way we keep inserting time into our life is through our need to control outcomes. Freeing awareness from all forms of self-control, and therefore time itself, is the path to awakening. In the next chapter we will explore the evolution of practice from a self-controlling enterprise to a boundless emptiness. Like a genie in a bottle, once presence moves outside our control, it can never be compressed back into the limited space and time of me.
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Freeing Awareness from Self-Control

Perfection is achieved not when there is nothing left to add, but when there is nothing left to take away.

—ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY

THE SINGLE MOST amazing fact in biology, and perhaps all science, is not that 3.8 billion years ago life began on this planet; it is the fact that it began only once, and all the unique expressions of life are an evolutionary response to that initial beginning. We can follow our common genetic link through animals who look like chimpanzees and have 98 percent of the genetic coding of humans, or through plant life where grass shares 50 percent of our gene pool. As the genetic disposition took hold, each species developed survival and reproductive patterns unique to the threats of its surroundings. The adaptations produced, as it says in the Tao Te Ching, the “ten thousand” expressions of life, but the history of every distinct form of bacteria, plant, and animal, all without exception, shares the common heritage of one brief moment in time.

Within that brief moment, awareness took form as consciousness, and although consciousness adapted and evolved within each of the species of animal life, awareness was the common denominator among all the adaptations. Though awareness preexisted the forms it assumed, life gave awareness a way to manifest within specific organisms and the ability to see itself.

When we look out of our eyes, life is seeing itself in form, and when we look at what is looking, we see the awareness that preexisted the arising of form. The forms are the shapes and colors of the appearances before us that continually change and adapt to the surroundings. The awareness that sees the forms does not change and has remained unaltered since time immemorial.

We can look back to an even more distant past, about 13.5 billion years ago, when all creation instantaneously manifested within the cosmic big bang; the moment when nothing became something and all form exploded forth within awareness. However we shape the history of our origin, it is obvious that everything reveals both a common origin and the common moment when we were together within the same unique and single expression of life.

As different animal-life formed into separate species, adaptations within each species were needed for mastery of the environment. One of the adaptations within the human order was developing the capacity for a subjective experience, which gave us a sense of propriety and a place within community. Soon that subjective experience evolved into the mistaken sense of self-identity, and with the arising of the sense-of-self, we began to miss what we have in common and focus instead upon what was unique and different about each member.

As the first moment of life on earth would indicate, we clearly have much more in common with all life than our individual appearances would indicate, although it is within our appearances that most of us take refuge. The more we focus on our differences, the greater our sense of self-identity, but the less we perceive what is collectively shared with any other expression of life.

The sense-of-self emphasizes appearances as the predominant way it relates to the world so that it can garner strength within its individual presentation, taking sanctuary in its exclusive style, intellect, figure, and character. The sense-of-self has to constantly evaluate and judge others to maintain this distinctiveness within its own species, where appearance is not as varied. We want to be “special,” but not too dissimilar. If we manifest in too familiar a manner, we will be categorized as “average or ordinary,” and if we manifest in too dissimilar a fashion, we will be “strange or weird.” We walk an appearance tightrope between acceptability and uniqueness.

We emphasize appearances to make individual claims of importance and beauty, to stand above the average person. If we can freeze someone’s focus on our outward expression, his gaze will not penetrate to the unknowable, universally shared emptiness below the skin. This is evident when we look at the covers of magazines that emphasize the ideal shapes of human bodies. Through emphasizing physical beauty, our culture clearly shows how fearful we are of our true heritage of oneness.

Despite the constant struggle to highlight our individual qualities, few of us have any real sense of what we are protecting. We have many assumptions about ourselves but little direct knowledge from seeing what we are. Spiritual practice attempts to move through the world of appearances and explore what the person is experientially, thereby rediscovering the inherent unity from which the self-identity develops. This unity becomes perceptible when the sense-of-self is seen as unsubstantial, so the practice directs awareness toward the inherent emptiness of all things by understanding what the mind is and how it shapes reality. Seeing our empty nature is one thing, realizing and abiding within it is another. The Buddha encourages us to dwell, as he did, in complete emptiness and thereby abide within oneness.1

DOING LESS AND BEING MORE

In the sixth century, Hung-jen, the Fifth Patriarch of Zen, called his disciples together and instructed each one to write a verse depicting their understanding of Dharma. He said he would read them and offer Dharma succession to the person who wrote the verse with the greatest depth.

The disciples returned to their cells and agreed to let the first among them, Shen-hsiu, take on the task of composing a verse. Though well studied in the sutras, Shen-hsiu was not enlightened and the master’s instructions threw him into a deep anxiety. At midnight he produced his verse and wrote it on the wall:

The body is a Bodhi Tree,

The mind a mirror bright.

At all times we strive to polish it,

And let no dust alight.

The next morning the Master read the verse and was not impressed. Meanwhile Hui-neng, a poor kitchen assistant, heard about the contest and offered his own verse, posting it on the opposite wall:

Body is no Bodhi Tree,

Nor mind a mirror bright.

Since all is inherently empty,

Where can dust alight?

Master Hung-jen was very impressed with this verse but feared retribution toward this low-status monk, and so he conferred Dharma succession on Hui-neng during a secret ceremony.

Over the years these stanzas have come to represent two divergent schools of Buddhism, the School of Sudden Enlightenment and the School of Gradual Attainment. They represent not only arguable philosophical points of view but also points of contention about what the Buddha taught. The School of Gradual Attainment is systematic in its application of mindfulness in eliminating all taints of the mind. In the Samyutta Nikaya, the Buddha speaks about the Four Great Efforts, encouraging the relinquishment of harmful mental qualities and the nurturing of beneficial mental states. He states, “There is a case where a monk generates desire, endeavors, activates persistence, upholds and exerts his intent for (1) the sake of the nonarising of unskillful qualities, (2) abandoning unskillful qualities once arisen, (3) the arising of skillful qualities that have not yet arisen, and (4) the perpetuation of skillful qualities that have arisen.”2

The School of Sudden Enlightenment scoffs at such mental manipulation and states that nothing needs to be done about anything because it is the mind that assigns value to objects, and therefore the object itself contains no inherent worth or lack of worth. By observing this innate emptiness of the mind, all things are seen as arising from the perfection of the moment and as innately pure.

Rather than thinking of these as two distinct and irreconcilable positions, let us look at them as an evolution of understanding and not lose ourselves in a philosophical debate. Maybe these positions are not black-and-white opposites, but come together through the integration of wisdom, each practice having a rightful place in the totality of awakening.

Much of Buddhism is concerned with divesting our focus on appearances by revealing the transitory quality and limitation of form. The world is seen very differently once we release our grasp and come to rest, and mindfulness is used to help dissolve this attraction to appearances and to begin to move us into the experiential fact of what we are. Most of us carry our conditioned mind along well into this process. We comment on and judge our ability to be mindful of experiences, never realizing we are reinforcing our dependency on appearances as we do so. Since judgment demonstrates that we are lost in form, this self-commentary indicates we are using mindfulness within wrong view, and rather than interconnecting through silence, we are further diversifying the world through judgment.

Mindfulness is the ability to discern the difference between thought and fact, which is sometimes defined as the direct knowing of what is arising. The belief that I am “in here” and the world is “out there” is a subjective truth, an adaptation of consciousness over many millennia; it is not an objective fact. Mindfulness has the potential to see objectively as long as it is not contaminated with personalized thinking. When mindfulness is viewed through self-centered thought, there is confusion between the chatter of the mind and what is being observed. The fact becomes inseparable from the muddled thinking, and it is impossible to know how much of what we see is our projection.

Through repeated exposure to mindfulness, the mind becomes more familiar and less threatening, and we begin to relax with the various states of mind that arise. Relaxation allows mindfulness to be more discerning and reveals the subtle, reactive areas of pain where thought has coalesced into a fixed identity. Reaction indicates an area where the sense-of-self feels vulnerable and is defending against a perceived threat. Mindfulness informs us there is nothing to fear and begins to see through this mistaken identity. It reveals that we have assumed a personal “me” from the impersonal processes of mind, and we learn through repeated contact that the mind is not “me” or “mine.” As mindfulness seeks out these areas of hiding, the mind becomes less contracted and more open and inclusive. Less thought is brought to each observation, and a quiet attention begins to predominate the interior landscape.

Throughout this practice, a “watcher” is established as the receiver of all experience. This watcher of experience is the last vestige of identification with subtle thought-forms, but this capacity for a subjective experience, as mentioned earlier, has an enormous momentum of conditioning behind it from our evolutionary history. The watcher keeps forming around our refined opinions and arises whenever we take a position on what is observed. It is the “I” having the experience of awareness.

The presence of the watcher indicates that awareness is now looking at the mind rather than through the mind. The difference is analogous to looking at a pair of red glasses as an object itself as opposed to putting them on and seeing through them, coloring the world red. Up until now, awareness has been seeing through the mind, totally identifying with what was arising in the mind. Awareness is now beginning to separate itself from the mind and make the mind its object, learning how the mind works rather than identifying with its presentation. The fact that awareness can be an objective observer of the mind means it is not a mental process and therefore does not originate from the mind.

The value of the watcher is that the sense-of-self begins to see the experiential reasons why it can let go of its need to control or contract around experiences. The self relaxes and takes itself less seriously. Through relaxed attention, mindfulness is drawn less and less into believing the thoughts of the mind, and begins to expand beyond the sense of someone watching, which the sense-of-self now comfortably allows to happen.

This slow transformation plays itself out in our life through decreased reactivity. For example, in the beginning of practice most of us overlook our reactive patterns throughout the day and only acknowledge their occurrence in hindsight, long after the pattern has subsided. Slowly, as the watcher becomes more accustomed to experiencing these emotional outbursts directly and is less resistant to their arising, the time lag narrows considerably. The watcher now understands the empty nature of an emotion and discerns that it has more options when it does not react. Over time, the watcher becomes attentive within the first instant of a reactive response, and immediately releases the need to control the situation. It now feels safe without its historic defenses, and gently accedes to relinquishing its dominance to mindfulness.

It is helpful throughout these earlier stages of practice to bring a discriminating wisdom to the qualities of mind that subtly define the watcher. Though the watcher is purging itself of identification with the mind through understanding, the watcher’s very presence indicates it is not finished with this task. We are still highly susceptible to moods, expectations, and our narrative for fulfillment. Mind states still have enormous control over our energy and act as obstacles to our perseverance, and need our attention, humility, and understanding. It is here the Buddha cautions us to foster states of mind that are helpful in supporting and affirming mental stability and confidence, and to release states that further isolate and discourage our still shaky confidence.

Instead of labeling these states as skillful or unskillful, wholesome or unwholesome, it may be more helpful to view them as connected or disconnected. This keeps the watcher aligned within Wise View. “Connect with everything but believe nothing” is a good rule of thumb during this phase. Believing the words of our story is not helpful because they contain the localized perception of the experience (the red world viewed from the glasses). The words cannot see beyond their own meaning and their personal implications, and contain the disconnection inherent within that story. Connecting with the state of mind and releasing the words allows the mind to regain its integrity and wholeness.

It is much easier to see the transparency of connected states of mind than disconnected states. The next time you are angry, watch how the anger blocks the perception of its own emptiness. The meditator must eventually prove that all states of mind are equally empty, but the angry person is too focused on his self-righteousness to even be interested in exploring the nature of mind. At some point many of us will begrudgingly acknowledge the anger and try to offset it with a different quality, like loving-kindness. A problem can result when our practice is to offset a state of mind rather than explore its nature. Although offsetting a difficult emotion can give us space from the trauma of its reaction, it does not show us the emptiness of that state. This mental rebalancing can develop into its own practice with its own purpose and goal, and easily consume our entire spiritual focus.

Mental states are more easily accessed and seen for what they are if we drop the language that supports their attitude and justifies their mood. Words at this phase of practice are becoming less relevant and are seen as an incomplete perception, and consequently our personal narrative begins to fall apart from lack of interest. Usually mindfulness is entrapped within our personal story and therefore colored with thoughts of “I,” “me,” and “mine,” but a clear revelation comes when “our” thoughts are heard within awareness, much like we hear someone speaking to us. By observing thought objectively without a thinker, we begin to see through the subjective experience of “me” thinking. If there is no leaning into the observed experience of hearing our thoughts, which immediately forms a new sense of identity, then there is just the knowing that thoughts are arising. Thoughts try to form around someone or something but ultimately fail because, within the stillness of the mind, there is nothing left to form around.

The difference between being present and presence is the insertion of a person in awareness. When awareness becomes freed from the person “watching,” it is apparent that it is intrinsic to life itself. If mindfulness is employed with any personal motive such as self-improvement, it becomes the task and duty of the person and can no longer be perceived as a natural phenomenon. Mindfulness becomes something else “we” have to do, and considering how full our life is already, we can see how easy it is to forsake this additional chore.

Through much of the early training of Insight Meditation, “be mindful” is the instruction of choice. Most of our spiritual effort goes into trying to remember to be mindful throughout the day. A constant theme of remembering and forgetting plays forth through most of the early years of practice. The image of a pump comes to mind. The effort needed to be mindful is like the burden of pumping water: when the effort of pumping stops, so does the water. A strong sense of despondency can accompany this effort because it is impossible for us to continuously remember anything. Though this may be a difficult insight, it is actually an important discovery if we intend to step out of the “doing” of practice and partake in the freedom within awareness.

We can begin to see how this effort is misplaced when we observe the sense-of-self arising within the struggle to maintain mindfulness. The harder we try, the more forgetful we become, and this is because, as mentioned in a previous chapter, the sense-of-self forms around effort. The sense-of-self arises from the very effort to sustain mindfulness. Since the sense-of-self is the embodiment of the absence of awareness, forgetting to observe is inevitable as we try harder to be aware.

The effort to be continuously mindful undermines the primary intention of interconnectedness since mindfulness is being applied through the individual’s motives, and this can never succeed because there is not a separate “I.” If we place an emphasis on “me” entering the here and now, the here and now becomes a project, when actually the “me” is the real project. The “I” state is the unnatural component, but from the sense-of-self’s twisted logic the moment becomes the problem and needs “my” effort to enter it. This inherent contradiction of trying to enter something that already is, limits access to the here and now and takes away what is naturally here already. An authentic spiritual practice begins to reverse this perception by abiding with the natural and dismissing the artificial.

If we think of ourselves as outside the moment needing to get in, this is working our practice from the wrong view, intention, and effort. If we want to interconnect, we have to relax and see what is there before we created the assumption we were outside anything. It dawns on us that we are powerless to make interconnection happen because our efforts only disconnect us from our intended goal. We exist as a thought believed, and it is not within the power of a thought to control awareness. When this is realized, we stop trying to be mindful and relax into the awareness that existed before thought, and not the mindfulness that existed driven by thought. One is temporal, the other eternal.

We give up the “doing” of mindfulness to fully participate in what mindfulness was attempting to do, that is, to allow a full abiding presence. Mindfulness has a way of both advancing and receding that cause. It can maintain the observer and the observed and straddle the fence between these two. Mindfulness tries to have it both ways by proclaiming full participation in the moment, even as it applies a fail-safe plan to pull out if the experience gets a little frightening. The observer or watcher is the part of our mind that likes to know what it is getting into, the contained and controlled part that maintains an escape route “just in case.” Mindfulness can support the evolutionary insistence on having a subjective experience. At a certain level of understanding of practice, this is all fine, but we soon tire of holding ourselves in reserve. The observer and the observed must eventually merge into a single abiding presence if there is to be spiritual fulfillment.

MINDFULNESS, INSEPARABLE FROM THE EIGHTFOLD PATH

The Buddha never promoted one step such as mindfulness above the others or isolated one step from the entire Eightfold Path, but rather encouraged mindfulness to be used within the entire Eightfold Path, each step complementing and adding to the next until freedom is realized.3 He did not teach mindfulness and concentration for their own sake but rather within a system for awakening. He says, “Mindfulness is established to the extent necessary for bare knowledge, and [the yogi] abides independent, not clinging to anything in the world.”4

Whenever we practice one step independent of the others, we risk distorting that step by making more out of it than what it is. Taking a step like samadhi or mindfulness and practicing it exclusively creates an imbalance and an allure of its own. As mentioned in an earlier chapter, any time we lean toward the cultivation of one specific state of mind, we create a shadow effect where the opposite state of mind is proportionally rejected. Once separated, the two cannot be reconciled. In the case of mindfulness, that opposite state is the mind lost in thought, and in the case of samadhi, the opposite state is the unfocused mind.

Once we hand our willpower over to our primary intention, the Eightfold Path springs to life. This is the confluence of mindfulness, view, effort, intention, steadiness of mind (samadhi), livelihood, speech, and action. Surrendering our will is what turns mindfulness into Wise Mindfulness, view into Wise View, effort into Wise Effort, etc. Like a hologram, each frame both holds the entire path and simultaneously feeds the other steps toward clarity of the whole. We see the inherent truth of all steps working concurrently together. Now the view of interconnection is apparent through the still and steady translucent lens of awareness, and the lens is no longer obstructed with self-identification. Effort appears as the willingness not to move from whatever appears to distort that lens, intention manifests as faith in the unknown, and action, speech, and livelihood step boldly into the fray.

Mindfulness is the opening volley, the initial attempt to merge life back into itself, but it can carry the sense-of-self within it for a long time. We cannot carry the cause of separation back into union and expect to be successful. The sense-of-self is surrendered in order to access awareness, and by growing out of ourselves and surrendering to life, we grow out of mindfulness and into awareness.

Having a focused mind free from thought may seem like the exact reason we are practicing, but in fact it is not; it is a skillful means to an end. We practice to step out of self-deception and into Wise View. The Buddha says over and over that we practice to be “fully aware . . . having put away covetousness.”5 In other words, we do not practice to acquire anything, including a steady or thought-free mind.

As soon as we make a project of our practice, we are destined to evaluate our progress and judge certain states as hindrances and others as aids toward that goal. It is exactly this attraction and aversion that has led to the confusion over our inherent nature, and it is this imbalance that the entire Eightfold Path, when practiced in union, is meant to correct. We can only know what we are when we practice in accordance with that end. Confusion arises when the appearance is taken to represent the truth of what something is, and the Eightfold Path is meant to move consciousness beyond its attraction and aversion to appearances and toward the unsubstantial quality of self. It returns us to the primal state before the big bang. Simply stated, spiritual practice makes the unconscious somebody the conscious nobody.

Ultimately we are not trying to remember to be aware but attempting to see through the thought that believes something was forgotten. All conditioned phenomena are held within awareness, even the state of forgetting. When we pierce the assumption, “We have forgotten,” the forgotten thought opens beyond itself to awareness. Since all things are of one substance, all things are intrinsic to awareness itself. It is only their appearance that deceives us. Forgetfulness is an idea that is pitted against wakefulness, but forgetfulness is also awake and only needs that recognition to fully flower within consciousness. Thus it is awareness that is the union of all things. To forget this truth is to be lost in our 3.8-billion-year history of separation and division.

We are required to remain vigilant and stay on track through Wise View by upholding the fundamental principle of the first chapter of this book: “we” do not have a mind. The mind has created the sense of “you” and “me” from the way it perceives reality. “We” are a part of the mental processing of the mind. The thoughts of the mind and the sense-of-I are not two separate events. We exist only because the mind thinks us into creation. To act upon the mind’s thought as if we were separate is to go astray.

Ultimately the practice is to understand that the mind is never a problem, no matter what is arising. The sense-of-self stops existing outside the mind when it has released the need to do something about the mind. When the tension is dropped, wholeness is. We have resisted the natural state of wholeness by insisting that wholeness takes on a certain prescribed appearance—determined by “me.” We believe the mind of wholeness must look like the Ten Paramis (or perfections) or the smooth maturation of the Seven Factors of Enlightenment. It does, but not while we are watching. The undivided mind has its own intrinsic perfection, but as soon as we start perceiving the mind, it divides imperfectly in two.

That which holds the entire mind is not a mental construct. The mentally constructed “I” of the mind cannot hold anything; it just weighs in with a judgment about what it sees, but it cannot hold what it sees. And it is only when something is held, surrounded, and uplifted that it is loved. Like the ocean that surrounds the continents, awareness holds all mental formations. The Buddha states, “Dominated by awareness are all things.”6 The practice is to love the mind until it offers no competing alternative to support itself.

But the mind’s attempt to prop itself up through a variety of disguises is almost as refined as the awareness that observes that effort. We can become easily sidetracked by the many ways the sense-of-self tries to duplicate the qualities of emptiness. The “I” can grab anything with ownership. Love, for instance, can seem so sublime and transpersonal, but when we start indulging it as a state of mind, we find a self-image arising. “Oh,” we think slyly. “I am becoming so loving.”

How can we know the difference between true emptiness and its imposter? How can we know whether the mind is working toward separation or interconnection? There is such subtlety in the mind’s deception that it can be compared to the Venus flytrap, a plant that promises insects a feast of moisture, lures it inside, and then suddenly closes off all exits, assuring the death of the insect. We will all be confronted by what we really want on our way to spiritual fulfillment, and our desires will often masquerade as the ends we so desperately long for.
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Selfless Forgeries

If you want to become whole, let yourself be partial.

If you want to become straight, let yourself be crooked.

If you want to become full, let yourself be empty.

—LAO-TZU

A CONSISTENT THEME in this book is uncovering the mind’s attempt to assume spiritual authority over the heart. The leadership of the “I” makes a compelling case as it measures what it has, figures out what it needs, sets down an agenda, and progresses toward its goal. It knows exactly where it is going, what it still lacks, and how to achieve the desired result, all in quantifiable terms. But if the mind has never been where it is going, how could it possibly have any idea how to get there, or even what “getting there” looks like? The mind has a blueprint for its salvation but all its maps are in abstract form, and over time we give less and less credibility to anything but the wisdom derived from direct experience.

Spiritual work is much simpler than the mind makes it. We make it into a serious and complex project when really it is a stroll in the park and as close as the walk itself. We are just ambling leisurely, surrounded by fresh air and sunlight, and seeing what there is to see. Life is waiting for us to tire of mentally pushing our salvation forward so it can offer what we so desperately seek in the immediacy of Now.

The greatest obstacle to my own growth was that I always thought I knew where I was going, and the second greatest obstacle was the strategies I used to get there. I would be working quite diligently in my monk’s cabin, feeling accomplished and proud of my achievements, and occasionally walk to the front of the monastery and speak to Ajahn Buddhadassa about my progress. He would ask why I wasn’t practicing “natural awareness,” and would say, “Just let yourself rest in what is already here. What isn’t here is not worth pursuing.”

Spiritual work is a natural unfolding of the heart. The sense-of-self can interfere with the process, but it cannot offer much assistance. We interfere by avoiding what needs to be seen, by pursuing our false assumptions despite evidence to the contrary, and by making the spiritual journey into a mental project. We make the simple stroll in the park a complicated walk on the moon, needing decades of preparation and training.

As long as the mind remains in charge of the spiritual journey it will endlessly complicate and prolong the process. It works on behalf of its own ideology, not toward the true intention of the heart. The baton passes from the mind to the heart once we are sincere enough to admit our old ways are no longer working, control is slipping through our fingers, and we have no fallback strategies. We do not have to conform our life to some spiritual ideal, we just have to admit our efforts are failing and move on.

The qualities of the heart are discovered within selflessness (love, compassion, patience, generosity, caring, kindness, etc.), and these attributes appear naturally as the mind releases control and stops trying to force their appearance. In the purest sense, these are not mind-made traits that can be cultivated and nurtured, but arise as expressions of awareness itself, and therefore have no opposites. From this perspective, generosity is not the opposite of selfishness, or kindness the opposite of cruelty.

The mind tries to claim dominion over the heart by developing these qualities, congratulating itself on how well it is doing, and deciding how it is going to get more. It begins to make a cultivated mess out of a natural unfolding, but the mind can only be released from its spiritual duties when awareness directly perceives that the mind is incapable of accessing these natural qualities of heart. The mind tries to access the heart through its efforts but it cannot abide within the heart. It begins to dawn on us that we (the mind) are incapable of our salvation. It is deflating to the ego to acknowledge that freedom is beyond its control, but until it does, we remain on the outside, looking in at liberation.

We despair because our past methods are flawed. Despair often accompanies the loss of personal influence and frequently arises just prior to seeing the need to let go of our conditioned past. Despair can indicate the use of an antiquated system that needs immediate revision. If we can listen to despair without its personal and mistaken implications of incompetence, we can see it as authentic spiritual insight and correct our course.

Many of us have had a number of experiences of awakening only to have our conditioned consciousness reemerge over time. The possibility of awakening becoming a living reality eventually succumbs to our normal and usual reality of separation. It can be very disconcerting to have the “me” of separation return, and we want to know how to get awakening stabilized so we will never fall back into isolation. We want an answer on how to make this condition continuous: “How do I stay awake, how do I stay loving, patient, kind, etc.?”

I hear this refrain often on retreat, as the yogis prepare to go home and want the awareness and sensitivity they have accessed to continue. They may have had an experience of awakening that completely transformed their lives and gave them a radical shift in self/other perspective, but the question they ask is usually the same: “How do I make this last?”

This question is an attempt to gain control over our awakening, but awakening springs forth in the absence of mental control. The question of how to make this experience last comes from the need to systematize our growth and steward our spiritual progress, and it firmly places our heart under the leadership of “I.” The “I” asking the question cannot do this, but it usually takes prolonged personal struggle before we surrender to that fact, and perhaps this struggle is the most important crisis of consciousness our spiritual practice will face.

“How do I make this last?” is a question coming from the wrong dimension of consciousness. It is a horizontal question about the vertical dimension, and the two views are incompatible. The assumption of “I” is already in place within the question, and this assures that the awakening will not last. We first need to uproot the assumption, and awakening will pour forth. Awakening is not something we gain or maintain, but simply is when the mind releases its authority and falls into the heart.

Once the limitation of our mental prowess is known directly, once the absolute fact is understood completely, ingested, internalized, with nothing else to rely upon, then and only then will awakening stabilize, love be known in its totality, kindness prevail, and separation end. The tendency for the mind to attempt to maintain and stabilize any condition whatsoever must come to an end before this can occur. Once this is understood, the power of the will begins to erode quietly on its own within all aspects of mental and bodily actions.

FORGERIES OF THE MIND

The heart is awareness, and the mind is the conceptual way we form the world around that awareness. The mind conceives the world in terms of self and other and then has thoughts and emotions that seem to validate that configuration. The mind attempts to make the world functional and secure by procuring what it does not have, and uses the sense-of-self toward that end. The self is an instrument of the mind and is used by the mind to correct all perceived imbalances.

Since time immemorial, the mind has retranslated the issues of the heart, attempting to find completion in the divided world that it created by thought. It puts us in a vise between what we are and what we need to be, imagining that if we are not struggling to advance, then we are slipping backward. From the perspective of the mind, awakening is meant to happen to someone. As long as we buy into that language, the “someone” searches in vain for the perfect balance of ingredients, environments, teachers, techniques, and states of mind, in order for awakening to happen. And if awakening does happen, the mind perseveres anyway, thinking it has made a mistake. The mind cannot change strategies because it only knows one way to progress, but releasing the need to be separate can arrest its movement.

Spiritual maturity is giving up on the “me” of awakening, though it does not mean the “me” has folded its tent and abandoned its spiritual project. The “me” returns again and again, trying to persuade the heart to reinvest energy in its goals. Over time we get very sensitive to the arising of the “me,” and the energetic shift that occurs through the psychic, verbal, and physical languages it imposes upon the heart.

When we believe our thoughts, we obstruct the heart’s message of oneness. The mind blocks the heart through the words of separation. The mind’s language seems to indicate that the natural qualities of the heart are external to us and must be acquired, and once they are obtained, they must be cultivated and further developed. The mind can only relate to these qualities as emotional overtones; it realizes that all emotions are unstable, and does not trust that there could be anything intrinsically consistent. So the mind sets out to achieve awareness, love, patience, and generosity, and to eventually awaken itself through their cultivation.

The more the mind thinks, the less the heart can influence. The mind conditions us to hide behind its words until the conceptual life it offers becomes our pseudoauthentic world, and we start believing that the abstract world is the real one. The heart has not left us, but we have refocused on the mind, and if the heart is heard at all, it is a rumbling background noise that makes no intellectual sense. In fact, our culture is so mind driven that it often disdains the small amount of heart that does get through by viewing it as sappy and maudlin.

Love from the heart is not simply an emotion any more than awareness could be described as a feeling. It may have emotional tones that accompany it, but when pure love from the heart is refracted by the noise of the mind, the feeling becomes paramount and everything else is lost. The feeling is then tied to an object, allowing the emotion to be tangibly dependent upon a lover, and in a short leap, the mind has co-opted the natural arising of love into an emotion of attachment related to a person or object. The next step is to attach ourselves to the person on whom the emotion landed so we can have continued access to our love. Like a forgery of a good piece of art, the mind’s replication of love is convincing in appearance but inauthentic.

Since the mind has deliberately separated itself from unity through words, it concludes that it has to possess love through more words in order for unity to return. The mind makes the heart a task and then moves to accomplish the task by judging its proximity to the ideal state of love that it is pursuing. We ask ourselves, “Am I kind, loving, generous enough?” “No,” says the mind. We reply, “If I am not, then I still have more to do.”

All of this objectifying, distancing, and tasking creates an enormous amount of confusion and conflict. The mind senses that love may be too unpredictable to control, so to surmount this difficulty it imposes its facsimile of love in the form of justice. It sets up laws of fairness so everyone can get along, and those laws become the standard for acceptable and loving behavior. The spontaneous caring of the heart is now imprisoned within cultural laws, which are meant to do what the heart would have naturally done if left on its own. Let us look at a few other forgeries of the mind to better familiarize ourselves with the energetic distortions that occur when the mind seizes the role of the heart.

Helping as a Forgery of Serving

Service and its emanating quality, compassion, are innate responses when our heart is exposed to the needs of others. Helping, on the other hand, is what the mind feels it should do when it sees people who are deprived. The difference between serving and helping is that the former is not a deliberation; it is a response. Helping is based on sacrifice, not strength, and is associated with motive and labor. Its intention is to allow the person who is helping to feel better about the disparity between herself and the person helped. The helper’s reward is the pity she feels for the disadvantaged, and the social outrage she feels for the injustices of life.

I once visited Mother Teresa’s Home for the Dying in Calcutta where there were long rows of wooden beds with dying patients side by side. The dying were warm and clean, and the modest, simple room was filled with caring nuns and volunteers. One of the nuns was mopping up vomit from the floor. When she finished, I pulled her aside and asked what sustained her in her work. She looked at me and said, “What work?” I was about to reply, “You are standing here cleaning up vomit, and you ask, ‘What work!’” Then I noticed her eyes—they were so clear and radiant. I thought to myself, “This woman is alive.” She seemed to understand my initial reaction and said, “When you change the diapers of your child, is that work?” I knew she was simply telling me how it was for her. Humbled, I just nodded.

Jennifer worked as a waitress while putting herself through college. She disliked the work and complained about it often. One day Jennifer and I were talking, and I asked her what she wanted to do after she received her degree. Jennifer said she was interested in the caring professions. We both laughed because it was instantly obvious that in essence waitressing is a caring profession. We talked about how to care for her customers. For the next two weeks Jennifer attempted to bring her heart to her work by making eye contact and working from a sense of connection with her patrons, serving the food rather than filling orders. She said it totally changed the way she perceived her job.

When we remove the obstacles to interaction, the heart responds. What is work for one person is service for another; the difference is where the action resides, in the heart or the mind. When I was working with the dying, people would routinely ask how I could do that work. I could do it because I was fascinated with the dying process. It was feeding me, and I would bounce out of bed in the morning to further the exploration. There was no burden or drudgery.

When our actions come from the helping mind, we can subliminally pass along a message of inequality, diminishing those we assist. If we hold people in a fixed relationship we can refuse to allow them to grow beyond their need for us, and a mutual dependency will form. With our needs so tied to the helping situation, the relationship between helper and helped becomes very confused. The more we give, the more we need to give. The person being helped must remain needy as we attempt to foster our sense of self-worth through service to them. Real intimacy and interconnectedness are impossible, and discouragement and burnout are inevitable.

It is our mind and not our heart that perceives inequality in another. Our heart reveals what we have in common through the bond of caring. Love sets no limits and harbors no judgment. When we serve we are meeting and connecting through a reciprocal affection and not through comparison and evaluation. We think how fortunate we are to be doing what we are doing because there is such delight in the work. We are being fed even as we feed.

Within a profound connection, there is mutual appreciation, and appreciation is the hallmark of the heart. Service comes from the perception that we are not isolated beings, and the interactions we have through service come from the truth of our inseparability. The joy we feel as we serve is the joy of sharing within that truth and is the joy of our commonly shared aliveness.

Niceness as a Forgery of Kindness

Instead of the natural abiding warmth of kindness emitted from the heart, the mind offers a nice or sweet disposition as a facsimile. Susan, a friend of mine, worked for a number of years as a hospital volunteer, and was instructed that the appropriate method for handling difficult patients was to meet whatever was emanating from the patients with a calm and sweet demeanor. One afternoon in the middle of her shift Susan walked out to the parking lot and threw off her volunteer smock. She said she had been harboring so much resentment behind her pretentious sweetness, she could not continue.

Niceness casts the shadow of its opposite, and resentment is inevitable. If a friend calls and asks for an inconvenient errand, we might do it, but we are neglecting to honor the part of our mind that resists fulfilling the favor and feels burdened by the request. Resentment begins to fester and we may explode at the next innocent request from this friend or another. When we overextend ourselves from a sense of duty or idealism, we do not honor the competing state of mind that does not want to engage in this act of self-sacrifice.

Niceness usually has an underpinning of psychological pain, often expressing a particular motivation and prescribed intention. We want something from someone, so we are nice. It may be as innocent as wanting to be liked or as devious as trying to incur a debt from the person we are offering to help. In any case it is not an effortless bonding or a natural residing; it is mentally induced, which means it is inauthentic.

Both the resentment and the altruism must be allowed to coexist for kindness to be discovered. There is no access to the heart when one part of the mind is in tension with another. An act of kindness is an action from interconnection, from clear seeing and comprehension, and is not an effort. Kindness has an intrinsic quality, available when the sense-of-self is not our perceptual reference. Kindness is within the awareness that holds the whole of the mind; it has no opposite, and cannot cast a shadow.

Because kindness cannot be mentally fabricated, we have to allow it to find us. Like all qualities of the heart, kindness is not a forced endeavor. It can be accessed through the heart’s simplicity by slowing down and allowing the immediate situation to affect us, by being still and not moving with the first intrusion of our conditioning. Using vertical questions such as “Where is the heart within this forced ideal?” or “What bonds this moment with presence?” can begin to intimate the kindness behind the difficulty.

Seriousness as a Forgery of Sincerity

As mentioned in previous chapters, sincerity is a manifestation of the heart when it is freed from the authority of self. The heart has a compelling quality, a passionate honesty to its interactions. It is not the passion of an aroused emotion; it is a gentle and persevering attunement to what is needed without being frivolous or excessive. Sincerity comes from the resolve of love, the determination of compassion, and the intense focus of interest.

There is a story about Mother Teresa that illustrates this honest and impassioned quietude of sincerity. She was attempting to evacuate from Beirut refugee children who were disabled during the war between the Muslims and Christians in the 1980s. She prayed for a cease-fire the next day when the transporting trucks would arrive to relocate the children. An accompanying priest suggested to Mother Teresa that she give God more time to broker a cease-fire. Mother Teresa did not argue with the priest but was steady and determined in her resolve. She knew the children could not tolerate more delay, and their disabilities needed immediate medical treatment. She replied that God did not need more time. Mother Teresa’s focused sincerity seemed to align the universe with her resolved intention, and the next day the shelling miraculously ended, and the refugees were transported out of the city.

Sincerity becomes compromised when we pursue secondary intentions, and sincerity changes to seriousness as the mind closes around a desire. Our mind very quickly discovers that we can be serious in our spiritual pursuit without being overly committed. Seriousness is substituted for sincerity because we can remain in control, and yet see ourselves as genuine in our approach. “I am serious about this,” we say—meaning I do not want to play around and I want to get on with the task at hand. We get serious about finding a solution but not about understanding the problem. We get serious about uncovering, discovering, or gaining, but not about meeting or joining. The serious mind is willing to trudge through the difficulties of life, but is not earnest about ending itself.

Sincerity passes over nothing; it is the heart responding with love. Since everything in essence is love, why would anything be passed over—and to get to what? Sincerity works endlessly to awaken the unconscious by exposing all areas of pain to healing attention. We evolve out of seriousness into sincerity through the gateway of appreciation. We can release the serious mind and return to the sincere heart by appreciating what is happening now. If we quiet our mind and allow ourselves to see with a fresh set of eyes, appreciation will arise. When we observe with soft and tender eyes, what was routine is transformed into the extraordinary. The tree, flower, and sky open their sacred existence, and the heart blooms in spontaneous appreciation, moving far beyond the serious mind.

Tolerance as a Forgery of Inclusiveness

The Buddha is clear that his teaching is not another religious view or perspective. He states to Malunkyaputta, “When did I ever say that these speculative views were true? The view that the world is eternal or the world is not eternal, the view the world is finite or the world is infinite, the view the soul is the same as the body or the view that the soul is one thing and the body another, the view the Buddha exists after death or does not exist after death. These will be left undeclared by me because they are not beneficial and do not belong to the fundamentals of the spiritual life.”1

The heart is not biased for or against anything and is inclusive, not pushing one way as opposed to the other, responding free of views and opinions. The mind falsifies this complete openness of the heart with a posture of tolerance. Tolerance is a continuum from less to more. The mind is incapable of an unbiased perspective because the sense-of-self judges and weighs each consideration. It thinks it should feel a certain way, and tries to close off and deny the competing view. In its attempt to be tolerant, the mind is intolerant.

We have to be careful that social mores do not inhibit us from exploring an assumed truth because certain thoughts are deemed unacceptable. Prejudice, for example, does not end by refusing to speak about it, but through exploring the assumptions that hold the prejudice in place. Since all assumptions are merely a point of view, prejudice cannot be maintained when thoroughly explored by an open heart.

Views are frozen perspectives isolated from the fluidity of life, maintained to establish mental certainty in an often-confusing world. They strengthen the sense-of-self by defining what “I” believe and what “I” do not. This gives exact definition to the “me” who is prejudiced. The goal of the “me” is to remain self-defined, and inclusiveness does not allow the precision of a clearly drawn line and makes us too homogenized and unspecified. The “me” of the mind is not as interested in being unbiased as it is in trying to be tolerant because the “trying to be” keeps the self firmly entrenched within a noble cause.

Many of us maintain long-established prejudices and never expose them to the light of questioning. We may know intellectually that they are untrue, but emotionally we still work under their persuasion, so we try to bottle up our emotional intelligence and hope these contracted feelings will just go away. But do they? What if we admitted our limitation of view, and explored the entire subject with sincerity? This willingness is the inclusive heart in action, and it moves the tolerant mind into the opened heart.

Prejudice is not aligned with our primary intention and will need a full exploration for us to move forward. Such questioning requires being vulnerable to the repercussions of a society still locked within its forced tolerance. Just to publicly admit that we hold a prejudice can define us as hostile or irrelevant. But we do not have to make a public statement; we only have to explore our views and opinions openly to ourselves.

THE FLOWERING OF THE HEART

The mind is forever trying to impersonate the heart by keeping us satisfied with our progress. When the mind knows we are after the true contentment of the heart, it offers cultivated approximations as substitutes. The reason it is so important to quickly decipher these false reproductions is because these substitutes relegate the heart to a secondary tier and bring the mind to prominence.

Over time it becomes clear when the mind is conjuring up a replacement. The mind has a different resonance and energy than the heart, and holds the world within the perspective of self and other. The heart does not perceive life dualistically, and when this view of separation does arise, a question can form with it: “Is this the heart or the mind?” To understand the nature of love, release all resistance to love by seeing through these alternatives, and restore the natural alignment of the heart to reality.

The list of mind impersonations goes on endlessly: compassion is relegated to pity, equanimity to indifference, patience to waiting, devotion to commitment, contentment to stress reduction, fulfillment to possessiveness, steadfastness to stubbornness, etc. The point is not to begrudge their appearance, but to question their derivation. And if they are mentally derived, to discern what the mind is asking. What are the psychological needs arising with these states of mind? What are the motivations and intentions behind them? Too easily we succumb to the pleasant and gentle quality of these states of mind and are reluctant to disturb their enchanting spell with a poignant question.

This is not an intellectual investigation, but a direct experiencing of the fears and desires that fracture the heart’s love into the mind’s imposters. This questioning will lead into and through our personal pain, exposing areas of control and obstinacy, narcissism and entitlement, and contraction and grief. In short, it will show us everything that love is not. The Buddha said, “Mistake the false for the real, and the real for the false, one suffers a life of falsity, but seeing the false as the false, and the real as the real, one lives in the perfectly real.”2

The heart’s love is found by releasing everything that love is not. All mental imposters have to be negated for the heart’s love to flower. Love needs the rigorous scrutiny of an uncompromising investigation to remain true to itself. If we want anything from love, what we want will take precedence over love. If we want to make something out of love, we will lose love in the form it is meant to represent and worship empty idols. Love leaves us with nothing but itself, and it is within that nothing that love flowers.

There is one more essential component that will allow us to discern the difference between true selflessness and its imposter, and that is a steady mind.
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The Steady Mind

Tell me what you pay attention to and I will tell you who you are.

—JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET

THE EVOLUTION OF character has its place in spiritual practice, and the Buddha speaks often about character development. He describes how a mature and well-developed character provides, among many qualities, safety and a gift of nonharm to others by allowing a friendly, nonjudgmental, and warmhearted receptacle for listening and caring. But character development really takes care of itself when we relax into the whole of the Eightfold Path.

Perhaps the Buddha was interested in his teaching enduring over many centuries and knew that the Dharma could only be perpetuated by assuring the complete ethical safety of its presentation. The Buddha offered this sheltered protection within his teaching by clearing away much of the rubbish associated with existing spiritual traditions. He refused to allow his followers to perform spiritual tricks or miracles, to brag about attained states or levels of awakening, or to attach their practice to the charisma of a teacher or a spiritual text. Instead he made spiritual realization available to everyone as a natural unfolding, and he based his teaching within ethical conduct and integrity.

One of the factors that has a strong effect on character is samadhi, or stability of mind. Because of the energetic effect on other people, it is a state of mind that can easily exploit others or be used as the foundation for integrity. The Buddha taught samadhi, but only within the context of wisdom and ethical conduct.1 When practiced in accordance with the Eightfold Path, samadhi provides the firmness of mind necessary for spiritual realization.

A steady mind is quiet, and from that stillness observes the movement of life. If this steadiness is met with the primary intention, there will be a knowing when the self appears. This knowing quality is inherent to awareness itself and does not have to be trained. If I were to pass my hand between you and what you are observing, you would know something just happened. That knowing is not the product of thought but of directly seeing. We simply need to be sufficiently quiet so we will not confuse this purer knowing with the mind’s narration.

There are mental factors that enhance the mind’s focused awareness and prepare a mental foundation for accepting emotional and psychological states. Without stability the mind drifts from thought to thought, much like a person moving from rung to rung on parallel bars with their feet suspended above the ground. We start by cultivating concentration on a particular object, and through this systematic training we learn to release the grip on the bars of thought and drop to the reality of earth. At first there is some concern about what will catch our fall if we are not tightly bound to each thought. Slowly we learn to trust the space that holds all thoughts as the ground. That relaxed trust is samadhi.

The space that holds thought has always been present, but it cannot be sensed while we are grasping at each new concept. Cultivating concentration does nothing to the space itself; it simply allows the mind to extricate itself from identification with thought. If we look at what happens when the mind loses its sense of space and becomes embedded within a thought, we see nothing really happens at all. A thought is not something in and of itself; it is just an idea, just words moving through the mind. When any thought is held within the space of the mind, and each word is allowed to end without pointing anywhere, the thought dissolves into space. Thought has no legitimate reality except the power the mind gives the idea. Release the idea, and it all returns to space.

This means the reality created by the thinking mind is without substance, which some traditions call emptiness (sunyata) or illusion (maya). The Buddha says it this way: “The world at large with its kings and men is believed by some to be true, though when seen by people of wisdom is understood as false.”2 But regardless of how emptiness is named, it simply means that life lived through thought is not what it seems to be, and we need to be informed about that fact. The Buddha continues, “In the world . . . substance is seen in what is insubstantial. [Such people] are tied to their psychophysical being so they think there is some substance, some reality in them.”3 Spiritual practice is discerning the difference between the absolute reality and the mind’s imposed reality, and for most people a steady mind based in samadhi is essential to that task.

If we pursue this line of questioning a little further, we might ask, “Why does it seem as if everything is moving through something, whether it is a thought through space, or a person through the experiences of life? If it is all the same essence, what could possibly move?” If we return to the parallel-bars analogy, the mind seems to move from idea to idea, as a person moves from rung to rung. Actually the mind is grasping one idea, releasing it, and grasping another. This movement from one idea to the next gives the appearance of life in transition; in fact nothing is moving at all.

When there is complete rest and no mental movement, awareness senses what cannot move and has never moved, the absolute reality from which all relative reality arises. One teacher calls this “the Dazzling Dark.” The Buddha speaks about this in the following passage: “There is a state where form ceases to exist. It is a state without ordinary perception and without disordered perception and without the lack of perception and without any annihilation of perception. It is perception, consciousness, that is the source of all the basic obstacles.”4 Because the Dazzling Dark is the essence of all things, it can never be known through the mind; it can be sensed, but not through the senses. If we are completely still, the body/mind intimates something beyond itself, hints at something dark and mysterious that gives rise to everything.

Clearly, sensing the Dazzling Dark changes everything. Prior to this, life seemed to come through “me”; it was all happening to “me,” and “I” was the focal point and originator of experience. Now the sense-of-I is seen as being an emanation of something far larger. Everything we have taken life to be, including the mind and the body, are being birthed moment to moment by that “something else.” Awakening is experiencing this figure/ground shift. We awaken to the origin of all form and simultaneously sense ourselves as part of its creative response.

The analogy of a soap bubble is partially successful. If the sense-of-self is the film of the bubble, which is only one molecule thick, and below the surface of the film is infinite vastness, then all life as we know it occurs on this very thin film. The film holds all color and shading that form appearances on the surface of the bubble, but when we relax our focus on the appearances of the film, we can begin to perceive the vastness. We see ourselves from the perspective of something much greater, almost as an image through which the vastness shines.

The Buddha comments, “But whatever be the phenomenon through which they think of seeking their self-identity, it turns out to be transitory. It becomes false, for what lasts for a moment is deceptive. The state that is not deceptive is Nibbana: that is what the wise know to be real. With this insight into reality their hunger ends: cessation, total calm.”5

SAMADHI AND THE INTERESTED MIND

Samadhi forms the foundation for observation, and it is from this platform that awareness can begin to understand how life contracts around the sense-of-self and forms the world as we know it, and can then investigate a resolution to the suffering that ensues. The clearest expression of seeing is observation from stillness because there are no distracting thoughts to contend with. The quieter we become, the clearer the seeing, and the deeper the penetration. This unfettered awareness is a very empty mind capable of piercing through appearances and sensing the Dazzling Dark.

There is both a conventional and unconventional approach to samadhi. In the conventional method, the mind practices singlepointed concentration by repeatedly returning to a neutral object such as the breath or a bodily sensation. Over time, the mind learns to sustain its attention on the primary object for longer periods. After our attention has settled sufficiently with the primary object, the object is dropped and the mind learns to steady its position within a moment-to-moment focus by being choicelessly aware of whatever arises. Finally, attention is stabilized within the space of the mind itself, no longer concerned with what is specifically arising within that space. A stabilized attention within the space of the mind is samadhi. The unconventional method, which is discussed later, arrives at the same result without implementing a technique.

A component of this steadying attention is the development of faith. Faith is distinguished by a relaxed attitude to the presentations of the mind. The faith-mind is undefended and confident within the complete array of mental phenomena, and is no longer afraid of what the mind contains. The faith-mind understands that thinking does not characterize life, and remains independent and stable as thought moves through the mind.

As mentioned earlier, samadhi is also based in ethical conduct arising from the Wise View of interconnectedness. A harmonious and still mind sees oneness. An ethical life frees the mind from paranoia and from looking furtively over its shoulder in fear of being discovered. The absence of fear significantly limits the number of thoughts and allows the mind to settle and stabilize. If doubt arises, it is easily released because the still mind supports confidence and does not rely on the emotional intelligence of the state of mind. Once the mind is well established within this quiet, it opens to fearless observation.

Another supportive component of samadhi that is often overlooked is the understanding and realization of the need for a stable mind. We are not creating stability because it is written in a text or because someone we admire told us it was important; we are doing this because we feel the need. This is extremely important because the focused mind is supported by its critical motivation. Our focused energy is governed by our intent and purpose, and we stabilize the mind in proportion to our need to do so.

Our motivation for samadhi increases as we sense the possibilities of the fruits of practice. The more we sense the interconnectedness of life, the more we want to understand what seems to separate us from everything else, and the more we see the need to stabilize our mind in order to discover that fact. The crucial link is that the practice sustains itself through the direct perception of interconnection, and for most people that requires a stable mind. Samadhi is now being used within the whole of the Eightfold Path, supported by Wise View, Wise Intention, and Wise Effort.

A further support for stabilizing samadhi is understanding the First and Second Noble Truths of Buddhism.6 These truths state that dissatisfaction is self-created through believing the misperceptions of the mind. One reason our culture is thoroughly lost in thought is because we do not realize our suffering is created by thought. If we did, our mind would have a laser-beam focus on how we are creating our misery. Buddhism would be understood immediately, and attention would govern our life.

Once we see how hopelessly lost we are in thinking, and we perceive how contracted we have become from this thinking, samadhi takes care of itself. The heart’s resolve forms into a clear primary intention and becomes unyielding in its determination. We become radically accountable for all our projections and assume total responsibility for our mind. The Buddha characterizes this passion in the Dhammapada: “The restless, agitated mind, hard to protect, hard to control, the sage makes straight, as a fletcher the shaft of an arrow.”7

This critical resolve of the heart is the primary foundation for samadhi and leads us into the unconventional approach for its arising. Samadhi follows interest as interest follows intention. When our intention is pure and sincere we become interested in a heartfelt way. The Buddha says, “Rooted in interest are all things. Born of attention are all things.”8 When we are interested, we are quietly absorbed and fully attuned to the moment at hand. This is the samadhi mind built upon our natural inclinations rather than formal practice. Unconventional samadhi has the advantage of being developed free from a specific method and therefore encouraged within life itself. I have known many minds that have steadied themselves outside of any formal discipline or training by wholly giving themselves over to their interests.

My first hospice director was a woman of composure and focus. She had many tragedies in her life, including the unexpected death of her child, and she came to hospice as a result of her accumulated grief and had a love and passion for the understanding of death. Though she was driven to understand her grief, it was not incapacitating, and she used her grief to focus on similar pain that she found in others. When she was with someone who was dying or grieving, she held the moment with rapt attention, and the environment was transformed by her stillness.

Having just returned from years of Buddhist practice and sensing her potential, I misguidedly tried to persuade her to sit a meditation retreat. She did, but had a very difficult time following her breath. This surprised me because I knew her to be a person with a stable and harmonious mind. She said she had no interest in her breath and wondered what the point was. I tried to explain the Buddha’s teaching regarding samadhi as an essential factor for accessing oneness of mind, and she said, “I already have that with everyone I meet who is in pain.” I realized in that moment what my Thai teacher, Ajahn Buddhadassa, had been trying to teach me for years, that a stable attention could also be developed naturally without prolonged seclusion or isolation from others.

In the chapter on Wise Livelihood, the subject of interest was explored in relationship to employment, and that discussion is very similar to the effect interest has on samadhi. Our natural samadhi is drawn out through our interests. Interests can take a variety of forms and expressions, but let us hone in on one expression of interest, our personal areas of pain. I have noticed over the years that many helping professionals like psychologists, social workers, and psychiatrists come to their professions because of their own unresolved psychological issues, and are using their vocation to understand themselves. This is in fact what I did when I entered the field of death and dying. I was interested in the subject because I was unresolved about the subject. If these professionals do not project their pain outward, they can enhance the quality of the therapeutic relationship through interest in the suffering they share with their patients.

Natural samadhi is available in abundance when our energy is focused and aligned with our heart’s primary intention. The energy needed to investigate our pain, end our personal narrative, and free the contracted mind is considerable, but there is no more joyous or interesting work. The heart contains all the energy necessary to complete this task, but only when our attention is not fractured by our defense mechanisms. The energy and interest are consolidated through radical accountability by taking complete responsibility for our thoughts and emotions.

AWAKENING THE THINKING MIND AND THE EMOTIONAL BODY

A central truth of spiritual practice is that in order to come to the present, we must go through the past. This does not mean we have to relive or analyze our childhood, but it does mean that when our attention steadies itself in the here and now, we will be met with the residue of our past conditioning. The past is the unconscious mind, and at a certain point we see the necessity of moving into the unconscious areas of our life with a steady and interested attention.

Awakening means exposing and investigating areas of this past conditioning where the sense-of-self remains identified within a pattern, thought, or emotion. The thinking mind and the emotional body have been contracted in pain and ignorance since time immemorial, and both need to be fully opened to the light of awareness. Through the steady attention of samadhi, we step out of the accumulated individual, familial, and collective pain and into an embracing presence.

Awakening out of thought is awakening from the dreamlike veil that covers reality. We awaken to the nature of thought and release the misperceptions created by viewing life through concepts. Thought holds us within a continuum of time that confines us to a dualistic world of self and other. The pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain, the remorse of yesterday and hope of tomorrow, are basic to our mental orientation on the horizontal dimension, but are sustained only within our thinking. Once thought is seen for what it is, dimensions of space and time are released to the infinite and expand like air in a vacuum, and a new dimension opens that is no longer confined to a linear relationship of past moving through the present into the future. In this dimension, the present becomes allencompassing and the experience of time is observed as thinking arising within the reality of Now.

As the mind loses its inhibition to stillness, time floats free of measurement, and life is no longer organized around the theme of “me.” Time does not stretch and become something different; it simply discontinues, and “we” stop moving through it. The sense-of-self is formed from time and acquisition—time to desire and fear, time to complete or eliminate. Questions such as “How far am I from my goal, how much further do I have to go, when will this be over?” are linear relationships to time and space, and drop away within the expanse of Now.

These measurements presume that the sense-of-self is at the center of all the sense data, that experiences are coming into “me” like spokes moving toward the hub of a wheel. But what happens to the circumference when the center of a circle is removed? The circumference is defined by the center and is eliminated in its absence, and in its place a vast, measureless space opens. Similarly, when the center of “me” is quiet, the sense data no longer come into “someone”; this collapses the perimeter that formed around me, and the infinite is accessed.

For many people, alone time or leisure time supports this awakening. Living for a period of time within an environment that is minimally distracting and relatively free of responsibilities allows an ongoing, persistent exploration. It is more difficult, though not impossible, to explore the nature of thought in the middle of a turbulent life. The reason a life is turbulent is because it is full of reactions to thoughts, so it is challenging to be in the middle of this reactivity and try to discern the nature of those same thoughts.

This is a challenge for the lay Buddhist whose life is often overflowing with stimulation. Yet even within our hyperactive life there are many appropriate moments for exploration. We can always question and investigate our reactive patterns when we are interested in the pain and contraction that arise from them. The more interested we become, the more focused we are on the causes of our dissatisfaction, and the more samadhi is available for further exploration.

There are also many opportunities for a quiet examination of our mind even within a full and active lifestyle. Alone time comes more frequently than we might believe, especially when we consider how often we are alone for dressing, bathing, using the toilet, meditating, driving, etc. Do we use these times for their function only, or can we conduct a determined investigation as these functions are being performed? It is important to infuse our spiritual intentions within our everyday actions, or the energy of these intentions remains at the level of wishful thinking.

Awakening the emotional body is often a different task than awakening the thinking mind. We likely have deeply entrenched emotional patterns that do not release their hold merely because the thinking mind has been seen for what it is. Our emotional body has its own intelligence that is often disconnected from the wisdom of our mind, and emotional wisdom evolves at a different pace. It is as if the thinking mind and emotional thoughts have two different criteria for release, each with their own logic and reason for being. Once the thinking mind is understood, emotional patterns are often easier to discern, but unless there is interest in understanding the pain contained within these emotional patterns, it is unlikely to be addressed, and we will remain bound to our emotional narrative.

Each of us carries emotional residue and scarring from our life. These patterns have arranged themselves within a justified personal story, full of defense mechanisms and lightning-fast reactions. In the blink of an eye, thoughts feed off the existing story, defenses respond and form an emotional reaction, which induces further thinking and heightens the emotional intensity. Around and around it goes with blinding speed and persuasive rationalization, all centered on our narrative. Behind this story and its emotional effects looms the pain of our personal assumptions, often embedded during our earliest years, which will need thorough exploration if we are to step off this treadmill.

These reactions of the emotional body can be either gross or subtle. One indication of their resilience is the length of our history with them and whether they originate from a long-enduring family pattern. The deeper their psychic burial and the drama of their inception, the more tenacious their appearance. Intensive meditation often has limited access to these patterns, and I have seen many meditators remain unchanged in a component of their emotional reactivity even as they access emptiness. Like all skillful means, meditation can skirt the very issues it is meant to address until we have the interest and courage to look anew.

Freeing the emotional body takes a different level of intention than freeing the mind from thought. It requires the willingness to feel the pain of our life. A basic attitude such as fear may have formed around our life from our early childhood experiences. It becomes our psychic posture and lays the foundation for our perceptions. We see others and ourselves within this attitude; not only is it our perceptual reference to life, but it is so ingrained it goes completely unnoticed. The defenses are strong around its perimeter, and awareness is never invited to promote a different perspective.

Unlike thought, the emotional body is an area of awakening that is better understood through the whole array of life’s activities rather than in solitude. Emotional patterns often arose through interaction with other people and are more easily accessed in the midst of relationship; an interactive life can frequently bring these tendencies into the open in ways that a secluded existence cannot. The intention to use these deeply embedded emotions for self-discovery makes the difference as to whether these reactive patterns will further reinforce the historical suppression or liberate the heart.

The intention to liberate the emotional body will be tested repeatedly and will run headlong into the pain of our life. When we see the intensity of that pain, it is not surprising that we can be so free in one aspect of our life and so stuck in another. The mind is conditioned to evade what it fears, and can live its entire life within the structure of avoidance even when it is inclined toward freedom. It is possible for us to have awakened partially, yet continue to avoid an emotional pattern, and from this place convince ourselves that we are free.

It is helpful to remember that the intellectual and emotional bodies need to open to the pain of their assumptions, and no assumption can be bypassed by assuming their emptiness. We can use practices like samadhi to energetically raise us above the level of personal pain without ever actually addressing it. Detaching ourselves from ownership of the pain saves us from having to deal with its personal implications. Each of us has to live our assumed reality until we are finished believing in that reality. Until we see it as untrue, our reality will hold both the pain of our avoidance and the pain of our assumption. Avoidance can only be perpetuated for so long until the heart drags us, often kicking and screaming, into those suppressed areas where the pain is waiting to be understood.

One further potential misuse of samadhi that characterizes a whole style of practice is the pursuit of subtlety and refined observation. As the mind develops greater powers of concentration and becomes more stable, usually through prolonged isolated practice, it sees experiences from an almost molecular level. Like a student who first discovers the power of a microscope, we find this level of subtlety extremely alluring. The whole world looks very different from this vantage point, and we may begin to believe that authentic spiritual practice consists of exploring at this refined level. This is the time to remind ourselves that genuine practice is stepping out of self-deception, and the sense-of-self can be as entrapped within the subtle as it can within the gross. Understanding the nature of the self does not require any more magnitude of power than we have available when we are focused and interested in our life on a daily basis.

One emotion that needs special attention is fear. Fear is the emotional body’s trump card, and the mind is very willing to play that card when it imagines itself threatened. In one sense the mind is served by being afraid because the sense-of-self is never stronger or more clearly defined than when gripped by fear, and the more it can define itself the better. We can be abiding within the present moment, accepting life as it comes, and suddenly be struck by fear. The moment becomes fractured between the “yes” of being present and the “no” of the flight of fear. Fear plays out on a cellular level and is very difficult to separate from its narrative.

The job of fear is to take us out of the moment because Now is perceived as unsafe, and to move us into the future where safety can be obtained. The rush of adrenaline, the cacophony of alarmed inner voices, and the heightened arousal are all focused on securing a sheltered and protected future and distancing us from the here and now. Biologically fear is a protective mechanism, but we have made it much more than its evolutionary intent.

Fear has also become a secondary emotion behind many primary emotions. We can learn to be afraid of any emotion if we have anxiety associated with its arising. For example, in the past we may have acted unskillfully when anger arose, and when it arises again we are afraid it will get out of control. In that moment we are both angry and afraid of being angry, and have two powerful emotions coming at us simultaneously. Or we may have had a difficult time with depression, and fear lurks behind the arising of depression, complicating its appearance and our reactions.

Fear has learned to equate the sense-of-self with the organism, and arises when either is threatened. According to fear, any attempt to step out of the deception of self feels like a hostile act. Since spiritual practice tampers directly with the sense-of-self, we can see that fear will be an accompanying emotion all along the way. Fear is never more prominent than when the sense-of-self enters the Now because Now begins to melt all separation, and this can create an existential crisis.

Fear sounds a general alarm as we get closer to the here and now, and that alarm increases in intensity as the sense-of-self diminishes in importance. Fear can turn into the terror of not being. This terror feels primal, but it is still fear, and operates as all fear does by casting thought into an expectation of the future. Realizing that fear is not the truth and is only a projected reality composed of a strong narrative reaction to the present moment can help us navigate fear.

With practice we assume a “come what may” approach to fear. To make anything real out of fear throws us back into believing the thinking mind and emotional body. We simply do nothing to or with fear. Doing nothing shows us the emptiness of fear and brings it into the Now, where it cannot sustain itself and dissolves. With the melting of fear, the mind loses its last vestige of sustaining power, and the Now becomes fully apparent.
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The Resolution of Paradox

Blessed is the one who existed before coming into being.

—JESUS, IN THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS

IN A COLLEGE physics course, our class conducted a common pair of experiments meant to demonstrate conclusively whether light is a wave or a particle. The professor said that according to the known physical laws, it was impossible for light to be both. One experiment showed decisively that light is particles, and the other equally reliable experiment showed irrefutably that light is waves. The instructor said there was no reconciliation of these two paradoxical outcomes, yet both were proved to be true.

Another example of the inherent paradox of reality is shown when scientists detach two paired electrons, one spinning clockwise, the other counterclockwise, and separate them by vast distances. If the experimenters change the rotation of one of the electrons, the other immediately alters its spin as well. This does not happen at the speed of light, which would mean one communicated with the other, but instantaneously, as if the two were one and the same particle. But from the observer’s reality the two are not one; they are indisputably two, separated by many miles, and an instantaneous alteration is impossible. Such quirks within the quantum of life led Nobel Prize–winning physicist Richard Feynman to state, “Nobody understands physics.”

How does the mind hold a paradox, an incomprehensible set of facts that are completely inconsistent with each other? In Dharma we enter the world of paradox, the world of unfathomable mystery. We perceive the world to have substance and form with solidity and weight, and this material can be measured and therefore proved to exist. Yet as the mind quiets through meditation, we directly experience the insubstantiality of all things. How can something of substance, which can be verified with measurement, simultaneously be insubstantial? In a previous chapter we spoke about radical accountability, the willingness to own all projections, emotions, and ideas as coming from us, and throughout this book the major theme has been the selfless nature of all existence. How can complete accountability and the emptiness of self coexist?

As our life moves along we have to plan for future events and also honor past relationships. At the same moment there is only the timeless Now, and time past and time future are mere abstractions arising out of Now. Time and the timeless somehow share the same reality.

There are moments when we see the absolute perfection of the imperfect, where nothing needs to be changed, and yet the world has starving children and endless wars. How can this be? We have also seen how thoughts and emotions drive and define the sense of who we are, but when we look at a thought, it is immaterial and cannot be accurately described. What is a thought or emotion; what is anything? No one can tell us for certain.

Paradox scrambles our circuitry, creates confusion, and defies our confidence in reality. The mind wants to take a stance and derive certainty by saying, “Light is a wave, and I can prove it,” and thereby solve all the magician’s tricks so every outlier is neatly tucked into the one true reality.

And yet, science tells us that the wonderland of subatomic particles is an amorphous cloud of possibilities, not defined fixed points, with no discrete existence in reality. They are impossible to pinpoint and place, and their location can only be given as a statistical probability, not a measurable certainty. In fact they cannot be calculated because the observer and the instruments used in the observation form part of the very system we are trying to measure.

In the unruly world of the very small, the same particle can be in two different places at the same moment and suddenly disappear completely; they both are and are not there, or are somewhere in between. On retreats where samadhi is honed and sharpened, this random and chaotic activity on the cellular level can be directly experienced as the retreatant moves through the conceptual layers of the mind. The arising and passing away of sensation can occur with such rapidity that it causes the meditator to question the solidity of any object.

But when we look out through our eyes, the world of objects that we know appears smooth, steady, and certain. Nothing is disappearing without cause, and all things are following the natural rhythms and governing physical laws of this universe. It appears that consciousness molds these ill-defined and muddled shapes into stable and predictable objects. The disordered world of the small seems to be held in check through thought, and our concepts establish the certainty of reality so life can be lived with some reliability. From the cloud of possibilities, our ideas and conclusions force these unpredictable particles into an exact and defining locale and set one object in relationship to another. From the mental map of our consciousness we can say with certainty, “Yes, the road you take is to the right of the large oak tree.”

To form conviction out of chaos we must force one side of the paradox to be true, and metaphorically in that moment of choice we make light a particle, and it cannot be a wave. But reality has no particular configuration or identity; it is malleable, dependent upon the consciousness of the observer and/or the collective consciousness of the species for its place. The ability of the mind to fixate on a conclusion determines the shape of the momentary reality at hand. Since reality does not seem to be completely arbitrary from one moment to the next and from one person to the next, the collective consciousness holds the conditioned way the species believes reality to be, and that changes as the collective consciousness evolves.

Objects behave according to the generally ascribed beliefs of the collective consciousness. We might ask, “If that is true, why can’t I walk up walls?” We cannot because we do not believe we can. If a belief has been conditioned within the species, it hardens into a collective certainty and freezes the world within that disposition. It does not make the law inflexible; it makes it the conditioned opinion. Miracles can be performed by minds that are no longer fixed within the collective consciousness and do not believe in the staid nature of reality.

We can understand experientially how this works by seeing how language forms our reality. When we see reality through a word, we force an infinite range of possibilities into a specific shape defined by that word. Where there was vagueness prior to the use of the word, there is an exact definition when we call an object by a name such as “tree,” “clock,” or “Thomas.” For example, when our mind is quiet, the sense-of-I is vague and ill-formed, but if someone calls out our name, we come back into a clear sense of ourselves. Once the name governs the perception then a set of mutable laws is activated through that concept. For instance, one set of laws that comes into being through the word “I” is old age, sickness, and death. Those governing laws did not exist prior to the origin of that word because there was no “I” to die.

The “I,” who has become someone, is now governed by the laws of time. These laws arise with the naming of myself because as described in previous chapters, the sense-of-I is composed of time past and time future. The very laws that arose through identification with the word now govern me. Our demise through death and dying became a certainty by identifying with a single word. From the dimension where the word exists, where a tree is a tree, a clock is a clock, and Thomas is Thomas, all mutable laws spring forth, including the law of impermanence and the laws of space and time.

SIDING AGAINST PARADOX

Life is inherently paradoxical, and therefore is not oriented to manifest in any particular way. In its primal state the universe is unformed, without attributes, and without governing laws. It is consciousness that molds formlessness into form. One prominent theory of science advances the idea that matter in its most basic expression is infinitesimally small vibrating strings of energy. These strings form different subatomic particles, depending upon their vibratory rate or “musical resonance.” One string moving at a particular rate forms a proton; another moving at a different speed creates an electron. This vibratory rate ultimately determines the element that is created and eventually whether something is a tree or a rock.

String theory, as this branch of science is called, does not speak about the next obvious question: what determines the vibration of each string? This question holds the natural intersection of science and spirit. Although no one really knows what occurs at this level of reality, it seems obvious that the vibratory rate is caused by consciousness, which may help explain the physical dynamics of form arising from the formless through consciousness. String theory may not even be provable, but it intuitively makes sense, and it begins to turn the mind toward the miraculous. If the reader will patiently follow along this conceptual path as it is being presented, we will move this intellectual analogy into direct experience and resolve all paradox within a final freedom.

A paradox is a mystery because the totality is unknowable. The mind is shut out of a paradox and cannot find a way in, leaving it bewildered. The mind’s existence depends upon forming a conclusion within a paradox and making life knowable, thereby shutting down the miraculous. The mind works overtime to solve a mystery and eliminate it as quickly as possible. Despite the mind’s attempt to keep confusion at bay, we are still drawn to an unknowable circumstance because of the joy that arises within its mystery. Like reading a good mystery novel, joy and interest accompany a paradox.

Once the mind settles with an answer to a paradox (light is a wave), an opposition to that answer comes into existence (light is a particle). Neither a particle nor a wave existed as such within the paradox; it was the idea that created the reality of both and placed one in conflict with the other. This may become clearer if we return to the horizontal and vertical universes of chapter 2. This analogy holds that reality along the horizontal universe is the current way most of us relate to the world; we are all here, separately, governed by time. The physical laws and attributes of this reality govern all perception and movement. We can clearly see we have chosen to live within half a paradox and avoid the other half, called the vertical universe.

The vertical universe clouds the exact and defining nature of our horizontal universe. When we choose one universe over the other, we get what that world offers, but not the complete story. The horizontal gives us mind but not heart, structure but not spontaneity, explanation but not mystery, imagination but not creativity, and destination but not wonder. We cannot have it both ways; if we choose one, we lose the other. Light is either a wave or a particle.

Some mystics are attached to emptiness and live philosophically within the vertical universe of timelessness. These people are attached to the idea of freedom, and attempt to mentally escape the bonds of time and live in the unity of oneness, but refuse to join the individual human with his or her needs and wants. They choose to live outside the cultural conditioning, and dismiss individual suffering as being lost in a meaningless personal story. They feel free to do whatever they wish to whomever they wish because individuality is ignorance based on a misguided and false perception of self. A spirited lack of constraint is their only governance. Again, such a life is determined within half a paradox and is destined to play itself forward in rebellion to its antithetical twin. Each universe affirms itself through its own laws and negates its counterpart through the same rationale.

Their understanding of emptiness is often based on authentic insight. They may have seen directly the formless within form (the vertical universe), and it may feel as if they have touched the hand of God. Often this insight can quickly translate into a position and become an attachment to an idea. They may proclaim from this insight, “The world is empty. It is all God. I am one with everything.” Their conclusions are so persuasive because they have actually seen the nature of nonduality, and it stands in such clear contrast to what they have previously known (the horizontal universe). It is their attachment to this conviction that makes truth into an opinion and casts it out of the paradox. Like Michelangelo’s Slave Awakening statues, which depict forms struggling to free themselves from stone, the truth is pulled into definition through conviction.

If we review the Buddha’s quote from the previous chapter, it begins to make sense in relationship to paradox. Notice this quote reads almost as a definition of paradox: “There is a state where form ceases to exist. It is a state without ordinary perception and without disordered perception and without no perception and without any annihilation of perception. It is perception, consciousness, that is the source of all the basic obstacles.”1 When perception shapes around a truth, insight, idea, image, name, or any other expression of form or formlessness, the perception transforms the truth into something it never was. Perception isolates the truth and makes it a stand-alone, pulling this truth out of the paradox where it abided within its opposite. It is important to remember that nothing can stand alone, in isolation, by itself because nothing is alone and set apart from anything.

ABIDING WITHIN PARADOX

How do we live within paradox? How do we live with the fact of light being a particle and a wave, with emptiness of self and the fullness of me, a yearning to create and nothing to be done, with time, distance, and measurement and the Dazzling Darkness of timelessness? Most of us have chosen to embrace half of reality and to allow the language and laws of that half to govern us in opposition to its counterpart.

We have chosen the shared reality of our species, the belief that each of us is isolated from the other with a factual and valid sense-of-self. We have decided we are particles and have chosen to disregard our wave nature. When we work our spiritual practice exclusively through the sense-of-self, we imprison ourselves within the laws and truths of the horizontal universe. The universe of “me” is only half the paradox; selflessness is the other half, and the intention of this book has been to rebalance the scales and bring the two together.

But now we leave selflessness, insights, realizations, and all mystical terms behind. We leave our spiritual traditions, rationales, and practices; we leave the mind, the heart, and our love relationship to God. These are all words, images, and ideas, extracted from the optical illusion of a one-sided universe. We have finished with all this; we have seen and understood how it binds us, and we are finished. But how do we resolve the remaining inconsistencies? Where is there a meeting of the separate universes that is not within either’s domain, where contradictions reside together as a whole and are not met with counterarguments?

At the intersection of the perpendicular vertical and horizontal universes lies the reality of what is. This zero point at the intersection of the x- and y-axis is not exclusively within nor defined by either universe, yet it holds both. In fact neither universe actually exists at the intersection, but we cannot say they do not exist. Listen again to the Buddha’s description, how he neither confirms nor negates perception: “It is a state without ordinary perception and without disordered perception and without the lack of perception and without any annihilation of perception.” A point has no dimensions; it is not based in logic, ideas, or expectations, and cannot be called by name. A point holds no truth as a reference and is the essence of emptiness. It contains nothing but is something. Abiding as a point, we become wondrously pointless.

Now let us move into the pragmatic impact that paradox has on the discovery of freedom and see how this directly relates to our spiritual lives. The two contrasting views within the spiritual paradox are (1) assuming that everything has inherent reality, or (2) assuming everything is empty and illusory. If we assume everything is as real as the mind perceives it, there is no possibility of freedom because individual objects cannot be forced into a harmonious relationship to one another. If we assume everything is empty, there is no journey or practice; it is all an illusion, and we are and always have been free. Within their separate domains each presents a persuasive argument against the other and fully verifies itself within its own perspective.

Using the Garden of Eden parable, originally we did not know we were separate, but the idea arose that we were, and two universes instantly became manifest. From the view of separation came the contrasting view of freedom and oneness, and the need to return to the Garden. Once these two worlds arose, this created the struggle toward one and away from the other, and the time needed to evolve out of one into the other. Change, limitation, and contraction are the characteristics we are escaping from, and the infinite timeless mystery is what we are moving toward. Now the two worlds are inseparably pitted against one another where in the Garden there is just what is.

Once we have created an object called freedom, we become limited to half the paradoxical equation. Bondage comes into being, and we need techniques and teachers to help us escape. We think freedom is to be free from something, be it the mind, ignorance, confusion, or samsara,2 and nirvana lies at the other end of that road. Once this reality is assumed, the problem becomes real, and we search for nirvana away from samsara. But the Buddha says the paradox itself is nirvana, and once the ideas of bondage and freedom arise, we are no longer abiding within freedom, which we could define as life without conceptualization of either extreme.

Like the particles and waves of light, the idea of freedom must remain inseparable from the idea of bondage, or the two become irreconcilable. If nothing is extracted from the paradox, the totality is, awareness is, and there is just what is. Awareness does not create an idea to surmount, a problem to solve, or a gap between where we are and where we need to be. Without the notion of bondage, there is no freedom to obtain.

There is no need to hunt for liberation because the self-created idea of bondage has been removed. Abiding within the paradox resolves the tension of the conflicting views. The views collapse, and there is just awareness. Freedom is revealed everywhere, within thought, confusion, ignorance, and emotions. Everywhere. Since everything is and always has been one, what could possibly create bondage? The game was never about moving away from the sense-of-self toward freedom, but of not struggling with any aspect of life, and abiding within paradox. The Buddha states it this way: “Where neither arising nor passing away is, there is neither this world, nor a world beyond, nor a state between. This, verily, is the end of suffering.”3 We have to be willing to be finished with the game to put it aside; we have to be willing to see the false as the false in order to move on.

This new understanding of freedom does not negate evolution; it places it within a context. Suddenly the Ten Paramis,4 or perfections of mind, are not separate and distinct traits to be nurtured, but whole and complete components of intrinsic awareness itself, like light containing all the colors of the rainbow. Practice is not a movement from inner poverty toward fulfillment, but a pure and natural expression of freedom. Daily activities are revelations from the miraculous, and everything becomes an expression of wonder and mystery.

The lay Buddhist sits where the opposites meet and abides at the intersection of the conflicting universes. The zero point holds all opposites. Since nothing is separate from freedom, not even a moment of forgetting is problematic. We do not seek refuge from our life, we do not consider our life to be limiting, and we do not create problems out of our life. Our life is freedom.

When the sense-of-self arises, it manifests as a resistance to some aspect of life and is already outside the paradox. The arising of the self is still within the perfection of the totality, but is not recognized as such. We then feel we need to do something about the perceived loss of that perfection and get back to the Garden, but any movement the self makes further misaligns the paradox. When we oppose resistance we are attempting to offset its arising with a counterargument. We are trying to separate particles from waves. When we leave it alone, no argument ensues. If we do not act upon that feeling everything returns to its essential paradoxical nature. Stepping out of self-deception actually means leaving the sense-of-self alone.

Many of us constantly struggle with our limitations. We perceive liberation as transcending limitation, transcending our anger, fear, and resentment, transcending the small “me” of life. But liberation and limitation, the small “me” and the infinite, are one and the same. When we perceive ourselves to be limited, we need a teaching to compensate and balance that perception. The Buddha’s teaching arises from the perception of limitation and ends within the paradox of totality. We have been unconsciously resisting the paradox; now we consciously allow the paradox to take us over. The entire teaching is a skillful means to surrender to paradox. As soon as we leave it alone, consciousness can return to its naturally awakened state.

This is the end of Wise View and the Eightfold Path. Wise View was used initially to keep us on track, to remind us when the sense-of-self possessed actions of body, speech, and mind. The Eightfold Path compensated for our insistent need to separate and isolate perception, and counterbalanced a world of misperceptions that formed isolated entities. Ultimately truth is not a set way of perceiving reality, but a release of all points of view. The Eightfold Path was never meant to reorganize us into a fixed and determined alignment with reality, because reality is not fixed and neither are we. Wise View weighs in as one side of the truth, the whole of which does not take sides. From the zero point on the axis, Wise View is no better or wiser than self-deception.

The journey of wakefulness is completed with the realization that everything has always taken care of itself. Consciousness awakens to the fact that it was not nor could ever be asleep; it just thought it was. Intentions, the compelling energy behind effort that was once thought to be individually initiated, always sprang forth from the universal. Life seeks its own wakefulness. From one end to the other, it has all been the play of God. The Buddha proclaims this truth in the following passage: “Yielding deliverance as their essence are all things. Merging with the Deathless are all things. Terminating in Nirvana are all things.”5

Perhaps the most difficult transition is to abide within zero and leave the world and ourselves alone. We have practiced for so long that with lightning reflexes we intervene on our behalf, observing, examining, and understanding whatever resistance arises. The energy behind this intervention suggests that something is wrong when these states of mind, thoughts, or attitudes occur. The final understanding is that there is nothing wrong with anything because it all holds the same essence. Nothing comes from anywhere or goes anywhere; it is just a momentary configuration, an appearance, of only one thing, and nothing needs to be fixed, changed, or altered to improve that one thing. When there is no longer the slightest urge to offset what is, everything is free to return to zero. Zero is the only “non” place this can occur.
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Mature Awakening

The moon’s the same old moon,

The flowers exactly as they were,

Yet I’ve become the thingness

Of all the things I see!

—SHIDO BUNAN

HOW DO WE abide in the paradox and still function within daily life? How do we manifest within everyday existence after awakening? In some ways, awakening is the beginning of the spiritual path because from that point on, our direction and intention are clear and our confidence is steady. Awakening begins the process of growing into our unique and distinctive life-expression. Chinul, a founder of Korean Zen, spoke about “sudden enlightenment and cultivated wisdom.” The phrase is meant to reveal that though awakening transforms one’s life completely, for a long period of time there remain deeply entrenched character patterns and habits that need vigilant understanding. We awaken out of the old so the new can manifest. If awareness does not directly meet this old conditioning as it arises, our uniqueness becomes blocked.

There are no blueprints on how to manifest; no one descends from the skies to tell us what to do, nor is there a master plan accompanying our awakening, just an awkward “not knowing” that takes time, often years, to accommodate. We know we can no longer depend on habit but are uncertain as to what will take its place. Slowly spontaneity and creativity emerge from the “not knowing” into actions of body, speech, and mind. It can be a challenging time, and many people will continue within the currents of their previous conditioning rather than expose themselves to this uncertainty. We may have blown a hole of not knowing in our ego, but often a perimeter of fear remains around the hole and ties us to our past. Our ongoing task is to meet that residue of fear and complete the work of awareness.

The more we surrender our separation, the quicker we complete the work of dissolving our fear. Patterns that hold less identification are quickly released, but eventually we have to confront those areas where we are still tied to the outcome, image, or expression of our personal pain. These are areas requiring great sobriety and maturity. We know awakening involves our total being, but we may still hold a little of ourselves in reserve. We dawdle, hoping for a reprieve. The sense-of-self plays its final card, its wistful need for nostalgia. Will we disappear like a hand through water, leaving no trace of our place on earth, no small monument to “me”?

Our faith has not fully ripened, and therefore surrender is not total—we still need to be convinced that something will catch us when we drop our final defenses. But no assurance comes, and we are left either pretending to be someone we know we are not or releasing ourselves totally without guarantees. Then something stirs our heart, and we realize there is no turning back. Our heart begins to tug with the force and power of knowing the truth, and this last vestige of “me” is released. There is no pressure to surrender; no one is demanding that we do so. Surrender is completed because of the compelling and unrelenting nature of the heart.

After surrendering, we find ourselves exactly where we are. Everything collapses into itself, and the moment, so long sought, is nothing special. The sense-of-self slowly recedes from spiritual dominance, and the world opens its arms like a mother to a lost child. The moment, and the “I” that appears within it, are one and the same event. It no longer makes sense to seek anything away from the here and now because the here and now contains everything. Where we once sought special environments in order to focus spiritually, now every experience opens to an abiding presence within our life. We can as easily say we stand everywhere as say we stand here, and yet, paradoxically, here we are on this spot!

Regardless of where we are in our spiritual practice, the lay Buddhist’s life is an extension of “this spot.” Through the daily routines and common practicalities, “this spot” becomes the grounding force governing all movements of body, speech, and mind. Taking refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha means surrendering to what and where we are, and if we do not have a good relationship with the touch points, we do not have a good relationship with life because our life is these touch points.

Lay Buddhism is a direct path that challenges us to meet each moment on its own terms and surrender to “this spot” on earth that is our life, and take refuge only here by severing all connection with time. This challenge can force us to align with the moment with such resolution that the resolve itself is awakening. There can be no wavering, lest the forces of doubt creep back to reclaim their dominance over the intention, and all hesitation is met directly until the essence of the doubting mind is opened. This meeting between awareness and the doubting mind does not arise from the force of will but from the love of the heart.

Life has a way of bringing out the closeted areas of reactivity where we continue to identify with our story line, but after awakening, our intention is no longer to alter or eliminate these reactions but simply to allow awareness to meet and infuse these states with wisdom. If we are willing to show up completely, these reactive patterns come out of hiding. Ultimately we have to drop all references, like “spiritual practice,” that pull us away from the ordinary so we can abide completely within the ordinary, where all paradoxes are resolved. In the marketplace amid the activity, spiritual idealization can be left behind, and we can meet the moment without looking from a biased “spiritual” perspective.

For a number of years I lived in relative seclusion in Asia and in America, both as a layperson and a monk, and during this prolonged period I was achieving a reputation for being a serious meditator and potential teacher. At some point I was unable to work effectively with my own expectations and other people’s projections, and knew I had to leave these settings. I found a job in a distant part of the country where I knew no one. I relished the fact of being unknown and having people call me on the common human mistakes we all make, without consideration for my spiritual background. I enjoyed the obscurity and knew my spiritual health depended upon the humility of being utterly ordinary.

The full array of ordinary life can offer this relative anonymity where the mind can be seen in its raw form. With too much expectation or projection, the mind can easily succumb to its arrogance and lose its intention of self-observation. Each of us knows the point when that intention is lost, and we choose self-acclaim instead. When there is freedom from the desire to live up to a spiritual and psychological ideal, the mind and heart can merge into a single essence.

The readiness to face what arises without spiritual techniques or psychological defensiveness is a product of maturity, and comes from understanding the paradoxical nature of reality; we no longer question the disposition of reality or seek an escape from the challenges of the mind. The need to escape comes from the dualistic notion that reality and “I” are at odds, but if I am reality, then there can be no strategy to circumvent what arises. Maturity is the willingness to stand on “this spot,” without justification or excuses, and surrender to Now. It is the end of a divided life and the beginning of an authentic one, without any final product or determined point of arrival. Maturity is the final Oxherding Picture of the old, rotund, balding wanderer with a bundle over his shoulder, walking down the mountain toward the city after his awakening. This represents a full expression of life at the zero point of the axis, an embodiment of finding one’s true home in the world.1

The word “maturity” can interest the ego because it appears to be a quality that needs our assistance to nudge it along, but maturity is the final stage of growth and encompasses all the wisdom available. The need to hurry our pace and push our development ends with the understanding that within the timelessness of Now, everything has its own timing. Timing has nothing to do with us, and the less we are involved, the more smoothly it goes. Life is in control, not our efforts to mature. Even the sporadic thought of being “unfinished” does not create a reaction because it is not tied to anyone or anything, and is just rumbling from an empty stomach. Furthermore, “unfinished” implies time, goal, continuum, and someone, and we have clearly seen beyond all those impositions to freedom.

MATURITY

The path of maturity is another paradox and cannot be worked out in a rational, consistent manner. It compels competing and opposite opinions because it implies a ripening of character over time, and yet is completed only within the emptiness of self in a timeless dimension. It involves both time and the timeless, the immediate and the cultivated, each contradicting the other. Through maturity we learn to cohabitate with the finite and the infinite without making either a problem. Let us look at both sides of the paradox of maturity and bring them into perspective.

Many of us think of maturity as a matter of timing, like fruit ripening on a tree. Although growth does occur through the experiences of life, maturity is not simply a matter of waiting. It is a product of both self-awareness and intention. We mature emotionally, spiritually, and mentally when we know the value of keeping our eyes open and learning through all circumstances. We see the damage we cause, the pain of our words and actions, the personal implications of our endless desires, the wastefulness of our behavior, and the consequences of a life lived without awareness, and finally a feeling of “enough of this” wells up in our heart. Behavioral changes occur not through talking ourselves into a new strategy, but by exposing our heart to the problems created through inattention.

Maturity requires an understanding of our responsibilities as a human being on this planet, and our first responsibility is to develop a character that will personify interconnection, and harm as little as possible. In his instructions to his young son, Rahula, the Buddha says, “When one feels no shame in telling a deliberate lie, there is no evil, I tell you, he will not do. Thus, Rahula, you should train yourself, ‘I will not tell a deliberate lie even in jest.’”2 Such a character is built around the qualities of heart and begins, as it did with Rahula, with a simple discrimination of what is harmful and what is not. Much of our early practice rests within this discipline. Thoughts and actions are weighed for their skillful and unskillful qualities before we act upon them.

In most situations, stepping back to appraise our intentions is healthier than not pausing at all, because we step out of the momentum of habit. But the downside of stepping back to consider our actions is that we step out of the moment into our mind’s interpretation of the moment, and the sense-of-self regains control within that reflective gap. We consider the Buddha’s words and our own ethical principles within that gap, and though this pause may be preferred to reckless and uncaring behavior, it is not freedom, and is only a partially mature response to the situation.

At this phase of practice we still believe more in our mind’s ability to apply morality than the inherent goodness emanating within abiding presence. We are putting more faith in ourselves than awareness, and as long as we do so, we will not surrender our personal control to awareness. Awareness has its own inherent intelligence that cannot be unleashed as long as we rely on the mind’s intellect. Maturity is seeing the limitation of our personal perspective and handing control over to the infinite.

There are countless inconsistencies in the Buddha’s teaching, and many have to do with the wisdom of the person to whom he is speaking. He speaks to the maturity level of the person, what that person can hear, and what he says is often irreconcilable with a previous conversation with a person of a different maturity level. Like with the young Rahula, sometimes the only explanation we can hear at our current level of wisdom is the strict moral lesson of the situation.

Any character trait taken to extremes becomes harmful, even telling the truth. Understanding this, the Buddha adds an element of consideration and appropriateness into his truth telling: “In the case of words that the Buddha knows to be factual and true, but unbeneficial, and unfriendly to others, he does not say them.”3 Here the Buddha is reaching beyond the immediate mental map of our ethical training, and encouraging an expanded attention to the present circumstances.

In this discourse the Buddha has us enter the gray area of life where action no longer rests within a clear instruction of what to do. This teaching was perhaps meant for someone with a different level of maturity than the young Rahula, and is a call for awareness beyond our particular needs and established rules of order. It is at this point the heart starts moderating the mind. Our maturity is no longer held by simple statements of morality, of never doing this and always doing that, and enters an intuitive and comprehensive understanding of the whole of a situation. Here the clear edges of character development become less defined.

As a youthful Boy Scout, I was told to be trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent. My twelve-year-old character failed miserably at all the above, and the list became a roll call of my inadequacies. I tried hard to live up to the code, but my lack of success paved the way for self-dislike. I did not have the maturity to understand that character is better formed from self-awareness than a list of constraints, and in the end those restrictions defined my failures, leaving no space for the joy of being twelve.

A mature sense of responsibility is without excessive control or stiff obligation, and by breathing the heart through the qualities of our character we can become open-ended and not trapped within a system of rigidity, allowing us to open through love rather than self-control. Opening our character does not deny our responsibility to the world; in fact most of us would include the quality of responsibility within the definition of maturity. We embody our incarnation and are accountable to our life by living within the confines of the limited, while remaining untroubled by those restrictions.

We meet each moment within our limited capabilities without being defensive or projecting these limitations onto others. Each limitation is met with awareness, and we know what we are capable of and what we are not. Limitation of character does not bind or restrict the awareness within the character, and though our skills are finite, we remain free within the constraint.

The stability of character within a mature person does not imply an inability to change and accommodate, but rather a flexibility and adaptation that allow an optimum response. A stable mind stays focused through a barrage of competing thoughts, and a stable character is settled and does not depend upon the recognition and approval of others. Reality is again working through our character, but character has enormous range and depth when it is not confined to a self-image. Stability is sanity, and it is based within the integrity of oneness, moving in response to the creative impulses of the moment, never toward the harm of others.

The most important quality of maturity may be this flexibility. A mature person is never one way only, and if a situation calls for toughness or its opposite, the character arises to meet its responsibility. Perhaps because of this, such a person can be seen as contradictory or whimsical, when actually he is neither, but merely responsive to the totality of the moment ungoverned by an allegiance to consistency.

The Buddha says, “However we perceive a fact, the truth is other than this,”4 and this may be his final pronouncement on maturity. He seems to be telling us there is no correct mental orientation to experience, and all perceptions are only relatively true. He is asking us to release all ideas that assert a polarity of views. “Nonidentification with anything has been declared by the Blessed One.”5 We have now grown beyond character development, beyond a mental interpretation of experience, and have cast ourselves into the maelstrom of awareness.

The paradox of living as a personality, yet without limitation, is the final chapter of maturity. Our personality will orient itself in a unique way even though the mind and heart will be without self-reference. In the following passage we can hear the Buddha’s character and freedom, his form and his formlessness. Speaking to Daniya, he says, “I am no one’s servant. . . . I wander through the world without a need to serve.”6 And yet paradoxically his character served continually for forty-five years.

A mature relationship with life no longer looks for perfection within form; yet moment to moment the form of character expresses itself through an exacting action of body, speech, or mind. If we become judgmental, we will find fault or praise, action will be set in motion, sides will be taken, wars will be fought, someone excluded and others included. Form is imperfect by definition, and manifestation will follow suit. There are no actions that can express the full paradox of life. Only the unlimited heart/mind holds the paradox, and does so within the clear comprehension of the moment.

There is no end to maturing, and its true meaning is discovered within the abiding movement of life as each moment is met with the wonder and interest of an open question. To think of an end to a spiritual path is to think of an end to awareness, to think of an end to learning, to think of an end to love. There is no end to life, but there is an end to being limited within it.

FROM ONE TO ZERO

Most of us have had the experience of sitting by a bonfire and watching the evening move into night as the fire burns itself out. Because of the waning evening, we tend the existing fire but do not add more fuel to keep it burning. The fire begins to burn down into simple glowing embers and soon becomes only a remnant of what it was. There is immense pleasure in just sitting by the embers as night descends and the stars come out.

At a certain maturity level we lose the desire to stoke the fire of our life for more intensity and drama. We patiently sit by the burning embers of our past karma, meeting whatever arises with awareness, but we do not add reaction and thereby strengthen the remnants of our past. Our lack of reactivity assures that we are not adding more fuel and perpetuating our narrative. There is no greater joy than watching our pain and suffering diminish and finally extinguish under the light of awareness.

Buddhism in its final summation is about abiding in the Now, and Buddhist practice encourages and cultivates skillful states of mind to make that entry easier. It is a straightforward process of surrendering that occurs when the mind is calm, serene, and equanimous, because those states arise from a lack of mental resistance and bring the person of awareness closer to Now. They set in motion the intention to surrender by clearly seeing the disadvantages of a life lived through the noise of the mind.

Many people become misdirected by the emphasis Buddhism places on these mental states, seeing them not as skillful states for stepping out of self-deception but rather thinking of them as ends in themselves. Once we assume a need to cultivate anything, including mental states, the sense-of-self manifests within that performance and reinforces its image. Unless we have the maturity to see how the self builds itself up through accomplishments, we can easily get sidetracked in our spiritual endeavor.

We can think of ourselves spiritually as being somewhere on a continuum between one and zero. One is the full embodiment of the “I” separate from all things, and zero is emptiness and the unconditioned. Spiritual practice is supposed to move us from one to zero, but as we have noted in previous chapters, it often moves us in precisely the opposite direction, back toward one. We have seen that we cannot use the strategies of one to get to zero. The movement toward either one or zero is within every thought and action of body, speech, and mind. We are continually solidifying the hold that “I” has on reality, or we are loosening it. The direction we go depends entirely on our relationship with Now.

This continuum can also be thought of in terms of time, with zero abiding within the timeless and one firmly entrenched within the ideas of past and future. The Buddha asks us to let go of time when he says, “Let go of the past, let go of the future, let go of the present, and cross over to the farther shore of existence. With mind wholly liberated, you shall come no more to birth and death.”7

The past and future are obviously thought created, since all remnants of what has been or what will be cannot be found except through rumination, but what is the Buddha talking about when he suggests giving up time present? Isn’t spiritual practice directed toward the present moment? When the present is understood as an interval of time between the past and future, it becomes a narrow opening between the two, and we attempt to squeeze ourselves into it through our spiritual methods. The real present, which I am calling Now, is not actually a sequence in time. It is not a narrow corridor but a wide-open embrace, encompassing everything including the thoughts of a past and future. Nothing could possibly be outside Now because it is the only place life can occur.

The sense-of-self is four-dimensional, holding the three dimensions of space and an additional dimension of time. The self believes in the truth of thought and the accompanying narrative of someone moving through time in the past, into the present, toward the future. Now has only the three dimensions of infinite space because time cannot enter it. Now is now, not before and not later, only the living present, and therefore timeless. Now holds the past, but does not confuse these thoughts about the past with reality. When the sense-of-self wants something, it believes in the truth of its desire more than the Now in which the desire is based. It loses perspective, casts itself out of Now and into time, pursues the object of its choice, and eventually suffers the consequences. By basing our reality in Now, the true perspective is regained and suffering is ended.

It is impossible for a four-dimensional entity to enter a threedimensional world, so the “I” has to step out of time and allow itself to be altered as it walks the continuum from one to zero. As we move along this range, we start to be influenced by the effects of Now, and like walking toward a fire, we come within its warmth long before we touch the flames. As we align ourselves in a wise direction and come within the gravitational pull of the timeless, our narrative becomes less compelling and our daydreams less alluring. The closer we move into Now, the more spontaneously awareness arises, until finally we see that full awareness and Now are one and the same.

Our understanding of what we are changes as we approach the Now, and we begin to see that the configuration of past assumptions that has held us together as a person is in conflict with the Now that holds no suppositions. As we enter the orbit of Now, we have to surrender those assumptions and the images on which they are based. This requires releasing our thoughts, and the more we do so, the more time gives way to the timeless, and the less constricted awareness becomes within the “me” of the past and future. The pull toward surrendering all self-references becomes more intense as the benefits of entering the Now are realized.

At the dead center of Absolute Now is the Unconditioned, the Unborn, Objectless Awareness, or the Dazzling Dark, from which all life springs and gives birth to our entire being. As we reify time and move out from Now, the first expression of life is the “knowing” within awareness. Awareness has a knowing quality, knowing that a thought or an experience is arising within it. This is the formless Now8 that holds all events but is unaffected by them. The nature of mind that is spoken about by some Buddhist traditions and the heart alluded to in this book are the formless Now. With additional reification we come to the Now of form. This is the sense data as it is being perceived and recognized by the mind within the moment; it is the song of the bird, the touch of the wind, and the thought of the mind.

As we become more distant from Absolute Now, the mind becomes more engaged, creates the person of awareness, and makes itself the focus of control. The Now of form is where most of our meditation resides, and the sense-of-I can dwell comfortably within the meditation experience as time begins to manifest as thought. We say, “I am having this meditation experience.”

As we reify further, the power of the mind becomes exponentially stronger, and our personal narrative becomes our reality. This is the realm of the psychological, where the sense-of-I takes on the reality we are now giving thought. Remember that none of this is actually happening outside Now, which would be impossible, and what is actually transpiring as we move toward one is that we are giving greater credibility to thought. Each incremental step away from Now increases the certainty of the assumption of separation.

As we walk in the opposite direction toward zero, awareness will be exposed to each of these reifications of thought forms. Each will have its own logic and compelling truth, and each will seem as if it is the last and final freedom. As we move toward zero, we will never know what the next step will look like, except that it will be quieter than the previous one. The way forward is to be quiet and still with whatever expression of reality that thought brings forth, and through quietude each reification becomes permeable. Stillness becomes both the means and the end for dissolving the delusion in front of us.

Finally we come to Absolute Now, and we realize in an upsurge of awakening that this cannot be entered because, together with all things, we are already there. We manifest in form as an expression of that totality. Since we live and function within the manifested world, the closest our life can come to this totality is resting in the knowing of the formless awareness, while intuitively sensing the immediate proximity of Absolute Now. Awareness does not deny form, nor embrace it; form just is.

Everything is included within Now because Now is the birth of every manifestation. The question this book has been asking is, how far away from freedom could we possibly be if freedom is Now? How far away are we from Now, now? That is the distance left to travel and it is a distance too small for the self to navigate; only awareness can cover this ground.

For a long period of time the spiritual journey conjoins awareness with the “I” who is trying to awaken. We attempt to keep ourselves fully engaged in the process of the death of our ego. Unconsciously we are attempting to bring ourselves along into awakening, but awakening is awakening out of the “I.” To enter Now we must lose ourselves; to lose ourselves is to end suffering. It is easier to know this from the beginning and incline our practice toward the zero spoken about in this book. The journey is vastly simplified from this approach.

This frees us from the oversimplification of pursuing special techniques and methods as the means for arriving at zero. Zero is what holds the moment, not what we do within the moment. Awareness confirms every moment as complete. Most of us think that taking the practice into our daily activities means we create space around the interactions in our life for the solitude and relaxation necessary to make our life work, but what it really means is to move our intention for freedom into each activity so there is no separation between the activity and awareness. We live within the activity, not for the doing of it.

Most of us live with the feeling there is something wrong with the experience at hand, and we fill our life with mental and physical activity in an attempt to correct the perceived difficulty. But it is impossible for there to be anything wrong with experience since everything is arising from the absolute completeness of Now. To abide in Now is to live acknowledging the complete and miraculous mystery continually before our eyes.

The question is never “How do I make my life work?” or “When will I attain enlightenment?” because all “I” questions are born from a limited view of reality. Just relax into what is asking the question and enjoy the scenery of this astounding life in its many manifestations. The task at hand is to step out of self-deception, otherwise the self will never know it is living the very reality it seeks.

Oh house builder, you have been seen!

You shall not raise this house again.

Your rafters are broken, your ridgepole shattered.

Realized is the unconditioned,

Achieved is the end of craving.9

—THE BUDDHA’S FIRST WORDS AFTER ENLIGHTENMENT
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