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“Budbiflsivrn Withleuuit Belltdfs is the kind of finely written primer
about the precepts of Buddhism that even a heathen like me can
appreciate and understand. For the non-Buddlhist, or the aspiring
Buddhist, it will be of much assistance. Filled with compassion,
lucidlly written, this is a book that explains much about an ancient,
ever-living philosophy that has much to offer the stunned
searchers of truth in our chaotic age of modermity.”
-OSCAB HIJUELOS, author of M. Ivekie€ELniistmas
and The: Mambbo Kinggss Play Songgs of Leve

In this simple but important volume, Stephen Batchelor reminds us
that the Buddha was not a mystic who claimed privileged, esoteric
knowledge of the universe, but a man who challenged us to under-
stand the nature of anguish, let go of its origins, and bring into being
a way of life that is available to us all. What the Buddha taught, says
Batchellor, is not something to belieue in but something to do—andd as
he explains clearly and compelllinglly, it is a practice that we can engage
in, regardless of our background or beliefs, as we live every day on the
path to awakening.

“Radiant in its clariity, Budbihlsisvm Wittoaut Bellaffs reminds us not
just of Buddhism’s true nature, hut of our own as well. Freeing us
from the notion of Buddhism as a refigjiose, Stephen Batchelor
shows us how necessary the Buddha’s teachimgs are in today's
world. 1t may not be what he intended, hut he has made a believ-
er out of me.”

-IMIARK EPSTEIN, M.D., author of Thaugblsts Withlootst a Thivisker:

Psyclinsbheamypy ffomn a Budlillstst PPespoettive






Emggenar Wu of Lianyg asked the greatt master Bodhbi-
dharma, Whiat: is the highest meaning of the holy
truths?" Boditidtarmaen said, “Bngy, witthawiz holiress
The emperor said, “Who is facing me?"” HBothidherma
replied, “I don't kbyion"

— Thhe Blsee Clilff Record

We do not receive wisdom, we must discover it for
ourselves, after a jouneyy through the willihoness, wbich
no one else can makeffar us, wihictk no one can spare us,
ftor our wisdorn is the point of view ffcom whiaik we come
at last to regard the sworld.

—WWbaoedl Proust
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“The clarity and beauty of his presentation make Stephen
Batchelor’s book a resource fot people at any stage of spiritual
life, This book is dkally the fruit of a rigorous and dedicated
effort to make the truths of Buddhism workable. Batchelor,
and the Buddha, will help you dust off the diamond of your
own mind/’

—Kaite Wheeler, author of Not Where I Started Fuarm

“Concise » » , Batchelor makes several controversial, but
thoughtfully argued, points central. to his ‘existential, thera-
peutic’ and agnostic interpretation of Buddhism: that
Buddhism is not strictly a religion, since it does not adhere to
a belief in God; that the Buddha did not consider himself a
mystic or savior, but a healer; and that Buddhism is less a
‘belief system’ than a personal ‘course of action™ that naturally
instills morality, compassion, and inner peace in the practi-
tioner.” : —Publisihers Weekly
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P R eEfEFMACEE

] HAVE TrRIE®D to write a book on Buddhism in ordinary
Emglish that avoids the use of foreign words, technical
terms, lists, and jargon. Tiwe one exception is the term
“dharma,” for which I can find no English equivalent.

Broadly speaking, “dharma” refers'to the teachings of the
Buddha as well as to those aspects of reality and experience
with which his teachings are concerned. “Diharma practice™
refers to the way of life undertaken by someone who is
inspired by such teachings,
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PREFACE

I am grateful to Helen Tworkov and Lorraine Kisly, who
persuaded me to write this book, and for Lorraine’s editorial
guidance, which kept the aim of the task in focus and reined
in my tendency to digress. [ am likewise grateful to. Mary
South of Riverhead for her final editing of the manuscniptt
Thanks also to the Sharpham Tirust, Devon, England, and
the Buddhist Retreat Centre, Ixopo, South Afirica, which
provided beautiful.rural settings in which to work on the
text; and to my wife, Martine, who supplied unwavering
support throughout,

+ Stephen Batchelor
Sharpham College
September 1996

}



o UNnSE [me. -\ o—
S ...]w'.\/.\,:’ EA L1

s Ko Loass\( K
IJ_ .f\ Wt ).)_i??:ya..aro

srhend”S TN i X

\4

¥

AN ek v
Fam X

ivy;
X

RERYL
o

(= W ey Yl L WA

N ol By

TRV RO

PN > SRR

RN s o AV E N,

A

s i v e sr NN, KT ~It:*.!~'.""' A * ;
DYyl ser b

Do

be saticfied) with néghamy oarivi BN

S At a5 32 FRREDSV o0 -secal
fegendary {ore

PURPCRPEPN
.

o N ;ng, <.u.-' »t> 2
SRS it e e A

wz'{é wet éz’n evz'gence or with ik
wi Welé méf évidence or w

onderg'né over 1t oy with sé%éﬁeﬁ%ﬁ

¥
r

TN

ondering over it or with  soriieo »
/i thought “The monk i5-olbOifAeeRHE)

know- in yourselves: “These

snrid

M

blameless, commended by
blameless, commended by N
and put into effect they lead'to wel
and put into effect they lead to weltitf
then you should practice and abide i
then you should practice angi, akiM_iktithefn
—The Buddha
_I<T h e B dd hgz,,‘,Q'm’.’s_.ct..ﬂ:'r'
alama: Stitta

Kalama Suitay

ar

BN

themp — MUbYed

L B

ANV .

f-r:"

Vs

A L8




————



AWAKE N INNGG

As long as my vision was not fully clear... . xegaviiggfour
ennobling s ] Vil dhowtiabaimd diney e aslatiot d subaentic

awakening. . . .
—Tte Buddha

LET"S Go BAack to the beginning: to the awakening
of Siddhartha Gauwtama, aka the Tatthagata, Shak-
yamuni, the World Honored One—tthe Buddha himself. He
was the one who set the wheel of dharma spinning in the first
place. He was the one who pointed out the central path (the
famous “Miiddle Way™). He was the trailblazer. Hiis are the
footprints we will find at the end of the track.

Let’s start with the Buddkha’s first discourse, delivered
to his five former ascetic companions in the Deer Park at
Sarnath, near Benares. It was here, several weeks after the
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awakening and his ensuing ambivalence about saying any-
thing at all, that compassion moved him to embrace the an-
guish of others. Plunging into the treacherous sea of words, he
“set in motion the wheel of the dhanma.”

Thiis short discourse can be summed up as follows: The
Buddha declares how he has found the central path through
avoiding indulgence and mortification. He then describes
four ennobling truths: those of anguish, its origins, its cessa-
tion, and the path leading to its cessation. Amguiish, he says, is
to be understood, its origins to be let go of, its cessation to be
realized, and the path to be cultivated. And this is precisely
what he himself has done: he has understood anguish, let go
of its origins, realized its cessation, and cultivated the path.
Only through knowing these truths, knowing how to act
upon them, and knowing that he has acted upon them can he
claim to have found™autthentic awakening/*

Dersseeirmee. Thig' Bummmia'ss own succinct account of his
awakening;, it has come to be represented (even by Buddhists)
as something quite different. Awakening has become a mys-
tical experience, a moment of transcendent revelation of the
Tirutth. Religious interpretations invariably reduce complex-
ity to uniformity while elevating matter-of-factness to holi-
ness. Over time, increasing emphasis has been placed on a
single Absolute Tiutth, such as “the Deathless,” “the Uncon-
ditioned/’ “the Void,” “Niitvana,” “Buddiha Nature,” etc.,
rather than on an interwoven complex of truths.

And the crucial distinction that each truth requives being
acted upon in its own particaliar way (understanding anguish,
letting go of its origins, realizimg its cessation, and cultivating
the path) has been relegated to the margins of specialist
doctrinal knowledge. Few Buddhists today are probably even
aware of the distinction.
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Yet in failing to make this distinction, four ennobling
truths to be acted upon are neatly turned into four proposi-
tions of fact to be believed. Tihe first truth becomes: “Liife Is
Suffering"; the second: “Tihe Cause of Suffering Is Crav-
ingd—amd so on. At precisely this juncture, Buddhism be-
comes a religion. A Budidlhist is someone who Bplieves these
four propositions. In leveling out these truths into proposi-
tions. that claim to be true, Buddhists are distinguished from
Christians, Muslims, and Himdus, who believe different sets
of propositions. The four ennobling truths become principal
dogmas of the belief system known as “Buddhism.”

The Buddha was not a mystic. His awakening was not a
shattering insight into a transcendent Trutth that revealed to
him the mysteries of God. He did not claim to have had an
experience that granted him privileged, esoteric knowledge
of how the universe ticks. Only as Buddhism became more
and more of a religion werre such grandiose claims imputed to
his awakening. In describing to the five ascetics what his
awakening meant, he spoke of having discovered complete
freedom of heart and mind from the compulsions of craving.
He called such freedom the. taste of the dharma.

Thie Bummmm awoks from the sleep of existential con-
fusion. So shocking and unexpected was this experience that
he initially assumed that were he to speak of it no one would
understand him. A person who is asleep is either lost in deep,
unconsciousness or absorbed in a dream. Metaphorically, this
was how the Buddiha must have seen both his previous self as
well as everyone else he had knowm: they either were blind to
the questions of existence or sought consolation from them in
metaphysical or religious fantasies. His awakening, however,
Bratight Bath the gqusstisns 4nd their resslutions ints vivi
and tnantisipated fosl

-
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The Buddha woke up to the nature of the human di-
lemma and a way to its resolution. The first two truths
(anguish and its origins) describe the dilemma, the second
two (cessation and the path) its resolution. He awoke to a set
of interrelated truths rooted in the immediacy of experience
here and now.

The Buddha experienced these truths as .ennobling.
Awalkening was not just the acquisition of a more enlight-
ened viewpoint. [t granted a natural integrity, dignity, and
authority to his life. Although the five ascetics had vowed not
to acknowledge their apostate former companion, as he en-
tered the Deer Park in Sarnath and came toward them, they
found themselves standing up to offer him respectt: In spite of
themselves, they were unable to resist the authority of
Gautama’s presence.

AN UNAWAKEWED EXISTENCE, in which we drift un-.
aware on a surge of habitual impulses, is both ignoble and
undignified. Instead of a natural and noncoercive authority,
we impaose our will on others either through manipulation
and intimidation or by appealing to the opinions of those
more powerful than ourselves. Auithoniity becomes a question
of force rather than of integrity.

Instead of presenting himself as a savior, the Buddha saw
himself as a healer. He presented his truths in the form of a
medical diagnesis, prognasis, and treatment. If you have a
pain in your chest, you first need to acknowledge it. Then
you will go to a doctor for an examimation. His diagnosis
will both identify the cause of pain and tell you if it is
curable. If it is curable, he will advise you to follow a course
of treatment, Likewise, the Buddha acknowledged the exis-
tential condition of anguish. On examimation he found.its
origins to lie in self-centered craving. He realized that this
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could cease, and prescribed the cultivation of a path of life
embracing all aspects of human experience as an effective
treatment.

Whawe * BBywmpinismM?’ sueeesTss another belief sys-
tem, “dharma practice” suggests a course of action. The four
ennobling truths are not propositions to believe; they are
challenges to act.

There is a passage in Alees Adenturess in Wonderfand in
which Alice enters a room to find a bottle marked with the
label “Drink Me.” Tihe label does not tell Alice what is inside
the bottle but tells her what to do with it. When the Buddha
presented his four truths, he first described what each re-
ferred to, then enjoined his listeners to act upon them. Once
we grasp what he refers to by “anguish,” we are enjoined to
understand it—as though it bore the label “Uhdlenstznd Me.”
The truth of anguish becomes an injunction to act.

The first truth challenges our habitual relationship to
anguish. IN the broadest sense, it challenges how we relate to
our existence, as such: our birth, sickness, aging, and death.
To what extent do we fail to understand'tthese realities and
their implications? How much time is spent in diistraction or
oblivion? When we are gripped by a worry, for example,
what do we do? We might struggle to shake it off. Or we try
to convince ourselves that things are not the way they seem,
failing which we seek to preoccupy ourselves with something
else. How often do we embrace that worry, accept our situa-
tion, and try to understand it?

Anguish maintains its power only as long as we allow it to
intimidate us. By habitually regarding it as fearful and
threatening, we fail to see the words etched on it by the
Buddha: “Undinstand Me.” If we try to avoid a powerful
wave looming above us on the beach, it will send us crashing
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into the sand and surf. But if we face it head-on and dive
right into it, we discover only water.

To understand a worry is to know it calmly and clearly for
what it is; transient, contingent, and devoid of intrinsic iden-
tity. Wiereas to misunderstand it is to freeze it into some-
thing fixed, separate, and independent Worrying about
whether a friend still likes us, for example, becomes an
isolated thing rather than part of a process emerging from a
stream of contingencies. Thiis perception induces in turn a
mood of feeling psychologically blocked, stuck, obsessed. The
longer this undignified state persists, the moe; we become
incapable of action. The challenge of the first truth is to act
before habitual reactions incapacitate us.

A sIMILAR PROCEDWRE can be applied to the other trutss:
Just as the presence of anguish is an opportumity. for under-
standing, so the presence of the self-centered craving that
underiies it is an opportunity for letting go, Such craving is
manifest in a variety of ways: it extends from simple egoism
and selfishness to that deep-seated, anxious longing for secu-
rity to fear of rejection by those we love to the compulsion
to have a cigarette. Whenever such feelings arise, the habit-
ual reaction is either to indulge them or to deny them.
Which again blinds us to the phrase stamped on them by
the Buddha: “Iet Go!™

“Lerting go"” is not a euphemism for stamping out craving
by other means. As with anguish, letting go begins with under-
standing: a calm and clear acceptance of what is happening.
Wihille craving (the second truth) may be the origin or cause of
anguish (the first truth), this does not mean they are two sepa-
rate things—amy more than the sprout is separate from the
daffodil that emerges from it. Just as craving crystallizes into
anguish, so does understanding flower into letting go/
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Letting go of a craving is not rejecting it but allowing it to
be itself: a contingent state of mind that once arisen will pass
away. Instead of forcibly freeing ourselves from it, notice
how its very nature is to free itself. To let it go is like releasing
a snake that you have been clutching in your hand. By
identifying with-a craving (“7 want this,” “/ don't want'
that”), you tighten the clutch and intensify its resistance.
Instead of being a state of mind that you have, it becomes a
compulsion that has you. As with understanding anguish, the
challenge in letting go of craving is to act before habi“tual

FEAcHORS IREAPACHALS Hs:

By letting go of craving it will finally cease. Fivs cessation
allows s 18 realize; if only momentarily, the frecdom. open:
ness, and ease of the central path: s sudder gap in the rush
of selk-centered compulsion and fear allows us 19 ses With
URambigusus immediacy and clarity the transient unreli-
able: and contingent Rature of reality: Bharma practics af this
moment has relinquished the last tracss of beliek it is
founded on authentic visisn BorR from sxperisnss: Tt Ro
Iongsr requirss the sUppSH of moralistic rulss and religigus
Fithak it is groundsd in Rtegrty and creative auionemy: Th
revealing lifs in all its vuinerability; it becomss the deorway
t3 ¢ompassion:

Iw TiHE cessaTiow of craving, we touch that dimension of
experience that is timeless; the playful, unimpeded contin-
gency of things emerging from conditions only to become
conditions for something else. This is emptimess: not a cosmic
vacuum but the unborn, undying, infinitely creative dimen-
sion of life. It is known as the “waomib of amakeming"; it is the
clearing in the still center of becoming, the track on which
the centered person mowes. And it whispers: “Realize Me."

But no sooner is it glimpsed than it is gone. Cessation of
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craving is like a momentary gap in the clouds. The sun shines'
brilliantly for a few moments, only to be covered over again.
We find ourselves back in.the humbling fog of anguish,,
craving, habit, restlessness, distraction. But with a difference:
now we know where this track goes. We have set foot in the
territory for which these words are just a map.

We realize that until this point we have not really been on
the path at all. We have been following hunches, heeding the
words of those we respect, exploring blind alleys, stumbling;
and guessing. Nlo- matter how strong our resolve and convic-
tion, all along there may have been a nagging unease that we
didn’t really know where we were going.. Each step felt
hesitant and forced, and we were terribly alone. Tie differ-
ence between then and now is like the idea of sex and the first
experience of it. On the one hand, the act is a momentous and
irrevocable step; on the othier hand, it is just a part of life.

Hemnceforth, resolve to cultivate this path becomes un-
wavering yet entirely natural. It is simply what we do. There
is no longer any sense of self-consciousness, comtrivance,
awkwendiness, or hesitation. Awalkening is no longer seen as
something to attain in the distant future, for it is not a thing
but a process—and this process is the path itself. But neither
does this render us in any way perfect or infallible. We are

quite capable of subverting this process 1o the interssts of sur
far-from-cxtinet desires, ambitions, hatreds, jsalsusiss, and
fears: We have net besn elevated to the lefty heights of
aWakening: awakening has besn knecked off its pedsstal ints
the turmeil and ambiguity of everyday life.

TFhers is nothing particularly religioys oF spiritual absut
this pathsTt encompasses everything we de: It is an authentie
way ef Being in the werld: It begins with hew We wnderstand
the kind of reality we inhabit and the kind of beings we are
that inhabit sueh a reality: Such a vision underpins the values
that inferm eur ideas; the cheisss we maks, the werds we
utter, the éseég We perform, the werk we de: It prevides the

Io
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ethical ground for mindful and focused awaremess, which in
turn further deepens our understanding of the kind of reality
we inhabit and the kind of beings we are that inhabit such a
reality. And so on.

To cultivate these diverse elements of our existence means
to nurture them as we would a garden. Just as a garden needs
to be protected, tended, and cared for, so do ethical integrity,
focused awaremess, and understanding. No matter how deep
our insight into the empty and contingent nature of things,
that alone will do little to cultivate these qualities. Each of
these areas in life becomes a challenge, an injunction to act.
There is no room for complacency, for they all bear a tag that

declares: " Cuiltivate Me.”

ThiE ACTIOWS THAT accompany the four truths describe
the trajectory of dharma practice: understanding anguish
leads to letting go of craving, which leads to realizing its
cessation, which leads to cultivating the path. Tiese are not
four separate activities but four phases within the process of
awakening itself. Understanding matures into letting go;
letting go culmiinates in realization; realization impels culti-
vation.

This trajectory is no linear sequence of “stages” through
which we “progress.” We do not leave behind an earlier stage
in order to advance to the next rung, of some hierarchy.
All four activities are part of a single continuum of action.
Dharma practice cannot be reduced to any one of them; it is
configured from them all. As soon as understanding is iso-
lated from letting go, it degrades into mere intellectuality. As
soon as letting go is isolated from understanding, it declines
into spiritual posturing. Tie fabric of dharma practice is
woven from the threads of these interrelated activities, each
of which is defined through its relation to the others.

11
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TrHE Bwmmmim'ss FirsT discourse convinced the five as-
cetics that he was onto something. So they stayed with him,
listened to his teaching, and came to awakening themselves.
They too understood anguish, let go of craving, realized cessa-
tion, and embarked on the cultivation of the path. They too
achieved freedom of heart and mind from the compulsions of
craving. The words used to describe their awakening are the
same as those used to describe the Budedtiha’s own. Henceforth,
at the conclusion of the Buddha’s discouses, it would often be
reported not only how many people had come to awakening
through that particular teaching but to what degree.

The early discourses suggest that awakening was a com-
mon occurrence among those who listened to the Buddha
and acted upon what he said. A difference in degree was
acknowledged between those who had experienced the initial
moment of awakening and entered the path, and those who
had further cultivated the path and even reached the point
where the habit of craving was extinguished. But access to the
process of awakening itself was relatively straightforward
and did not entail any great fuss.

Yet as Buddhism became institutionalized as a religion,
awakening became progressively more inaccessible. Those
who controlled the institutions maintained that awakening
was so exalted that generally it could be attained only with
the detachment and purity of heart achieved through monas-
tic discipline. Even then, they admitted, it was rare. To
explain this state of affairs they appealed to the Indian idea of
the “degeneration of time,” a notion that regards the course
of history as a process of inexorable decline. According to this
notion, those who lived at the time of the Buddha were
simply less degenerate, more “spiritual,” than the corrupted
mass of humanity today.

I2
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Periodically, however, such views were challenged. The
doors of awakening were thrown open to those barred from
it by the strictures and dogmas of a privileged elite. Laity,
women, the uneducated—ithe disempoweredi—wmere invited
to taste the freedom of the dharma for themselves. Awaken-
. ing was not a remote goal to be attained in a future lifetime.
No: awakening was right here, unfolding in your own mind
at this very moment.

To put it bluntly, the central question Buddihists have
faced from the beginning is this: Is awakening close by or far
away? Is it readily accessible or available only through su-
preme effort? If its proximity and ease of access are empha-
sized, there is the danger of trivializing it, of not according it
the value and significance it deserves. Yet if its distance and
difficulty of access are emphasized, there is the danger of
placing it out of reach, of turning it into an icon of perfection
to be worshipped from afar.

Doesn’t the question itself deceive us? Aren’t we tricked
by its either/or logic into assuming that only one option can
be true? Couldn’t the ambiguous lagic of both/and be more
appropriate here? Awalkeming is indeed close by—amd su-
preme effort is required to realize it. Awalkeming is indeed flr
away—amd readily accessible.

13
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Suppase, Whdhukiypprrihay somenaveravouiadebly byan rawow
thickly smearddunikppoisengrahdihigiciehdsancogrpanions
broughtt i supgeand orteaak pmkid weamavomiaielysdy. 2k ivill
not et the surgeonml wittheprsanuwantil kiyiowihesaame
and elan of the rmanin soumndet mg, mhetier kb bov/tdrat
wounded yme was a long bow or a erassoaw, whether fhe
arrow thet wounded me was hoof-tipped or curved or
barbed,”

AW this would still not be kiiown to thet #manant mrean-
while he would die. So tog, MidltiRgyapuitasf Varyendshblld
say: “T will not Aeatl Hrenoditdiftcnmnde i dSBdddhauntilthe
Buddha decleres rbormae antvetiaer:baewwitt iisceternblor mot
eterma)\fimree oornfifindebstberihesalilisihesamesasror
different from the huotly; sbetiver or mot an awskenel one

' continuss or ceases:docexisufitterddestl rkvatowalddsstill
remain undeciavetifyyrtiacBiulddingandweeamhiide/thgteparson
would die.

—1Tthe Buddha

]F. YOU GO to Asia and visit a wat (Thailand) orgompa
(Tiibet), you will enter something that looks very much
like an abbey, a church, or cathedral, being run by people

Wwhe lask liks monks oF priests; displaying objscis that losk
like icons, which are enshrined in alcsvss that lask like
chapets and revered By pesple whe lesk like wershippers:

[ you talk to one of the psople whe lask liks monks: you
will learn that he has a view of the World that scems Very
much like a belief system; revealed a 1ong time ags by some:-
BRE glse Whe is revered like a god. after whess death saintly

4
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individuals have interpreted the revelations in ways like
theology. There have been schisms and reforms, and these
have given rise to institutions that are just like churches,
Buddhism, it would seem, is a religion.
Ok is it?

WhiEN AskE® WHAT he was doing, the Buddha replied
that he taught “anguish and the ending of anguish.” When
asked about metaphysics (the origin and end of the universe,
the identity or difference of body and mind, his existence or
nonexistence after death), he remained silent He said the
dharma was permeated by a single taste: freedom. He made
no claims to uniqueness or divinity and did not have recourse
to a term we would translate as “God/"

Gautama encouraged a life that steered a middle course
' between indulgence and mortification. He described himself
as an openhanded teacher without an esoteric doctrine re-
served for an elite. .Before he died he refused to appoint a
successor, remarking that people should be responsible for
their own freedom. Dharma practice would suffice as their
guide.

This existential, therapeutic, and liberating agnosticism
was articulated in the language of Gautama’s place and time:
the dynamic cultures of the Gamgetic basin in the sixth
century B.c.E. A radical critic of many deeply held views of his
times, he was nonetheless a creature of those times. The
axioms for living that he foresaw as lasting long after his
death were refracted through the symbols, metaphors, and
imagery of his world.

.Religious elements, such as worship of the Buddha's per-
son and uncritical acceptance of his teachings, were doubt-
less present in the first communities that formed around
Gautama. Even if for five hundred years after his death his
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followers resisted the temptation to represent him as a quasi-
divine figure, they eventually did so. As the dharma was
challenged by other systems.of thought in its homeland and
spread abroad into foreign cultures such as China, ideas that"
had been part of the worldview of sixth-canturyyBeE, India
became hardened into dogmas:. It was not long before a self-
respecting Buddihist would be expected to hold (and defend)
opinions about the origin and the end of the universe,
whether body and mind were identical or different, and the
fate of the Buddha after death..

El ssrromieminy,, Bummrissw HAs tended to lose its ag-
nostic dimension through becoming institutionalized as a
religion (i.e., a revealed belief system valid for all time, con-
trolled by an elite body of priests). At times this process has
been challenged and even reversed (one thinks of iconoclastic
Indian tantric sages, early Zen masters in China, eccentric
yogins of Tiibet, forest monks of Burma and Theiilzmdl). But
in traditional Asian societies this never lasted long. The
power of organized religion to provide sovereign states with
a bulwark of moral legitimacy while simultaneously assuag-
ing the desperate piety of the disempowetred swiftly reas-
serted itself—-usually by subsuming the rebellious ideas into
the canons of a revised orthodoxy. .

Consequently, as the dharma emigrates westward, it is
treated as a religion—allbeit an “Fastern” one. Tihe very term
“Buddhism” (an invention of Western scholats) reinforces
the idea that it is a creed to be lined up alongside other creeds.
Chitistians in particular seek.to enter into dialogue with their
Buddihist brethren, often as part of a broader agenda to find
common ground with “these of faith™ to resist the sweeping
tide of Godlless secularism. At interfaith gatherings, Bud-
dhists are wheeled out to present their views on everything
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from nuclear weapons to the ordination of women and then
scheduled to drone Tiibetan chants at the evening slot for
collective worship.

Thiis transformation of Buddhism into a religion obscures
and distorts the encounter of the dharma with comtemporary
agnostic culture. Tihe dharma in fact might well have more in
common with Godlless secularism than with the bastions of
religion. Agmesticism may serve as a more fertile common

ground for dialogue than, for example, a tortured attempt to
make Buddhist sense of Allah.

THie FORCE OF the term “agmosticism” has been lost. It has
come to mean: not to hold an opinion about the questions of
life and death,; to say “I don't know” when you really mean “I
don't want to know."” Wien allied (and confused)'with athe-
ism, it has become  part of the attitude that legitimizes an
indulgent consumerism and the unreflective conformism dic-
tated by mass media.

For T. H. Huxley, who coined the term in 1869, agnosti-
cism was as demanding as any moral, philosophical, or reli-
gious creed. Rather than-a creed, though, he saw it as.a
method realized through “the rigorous application of a single
principle.” He expressed this principle positively as: “Follow
your reason as far as it will take you,” and negatively as: “Do
not pretend that conclusions are certain which are not dem-
onstrated or demonstrable.” Thiis principle runs through the
Western tradition: from Socrates, via the Reformation and
the Enlightenment, to the axioms of modern science. Huxley
called it the “agnastic faith.”

Fiirst and foremost the Buddha taught a method (“dharma
practice’)) rather than another “-ism.” The dharma is not
something to believe in but something'to-do. The Buddha did
not reveal an esoteric set of facts about reality, which we can
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choose'to believe in or not. He challenged people to under-
stand the nature of anguish, let go of its origins, realize its
cessation, and bring into being a way of life. Tihe Buddha
followed his reason as far as it would take him and did not
pretend that any conclusion was certain unless it was demon-
strable. Dharma practice has become a creed (“Buddhism)
much in the same way scientific method has degraded into
the creed of “Scientigm.”

JusT AS cONTEMPORARY agnosticism has tended to lose
its confidence and lapse into scepticism, so Buddhism has
tended to lose its critical edge and lapse into religiosity. What
each has lost, however, the other may be able to help restore.
In encountering contemporary culture, the dharma may re-
cover its agnostic imperative, while secular agnosticism may
recover its soul.

An agnostic Buddhist would not regard the dharma as a
source of “answers” to questions of where we came from,
where we are going, what happdns after death. He would
seek such knowledge in the appropriate domains; astro-
physics, evolutionary biology, neuroscience, etc. An agnostic
Buddhist is not a “believer” with claims to revealed informa-

}
tioh aBsut supsrRatyFat oF paransrmal PRERSMEAE; aRd iR
this seRse is net “religisus.”

An agnostic Budabist 1asks o the dharma far metaphers
of existential confrantation rather than metaphors of existen-
tial esnselation: Fihe dharma is Ret a belisf by which yeu will
Be miraculously saved: 1t is a methed t8 Be investigated and
tried ouf: 1 starts By facing up 8 the primacy ef anguish;
theR procssds 18 apply a set of practicss 18 URdsrstand the
human dilemma and werk toward a reselution: Fhe extent
t8Which dharma practice has BeeR institutionalizsd as a
religion €an bs gauged by the Rumber of conselatery ele-
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ments that have crept in: for example, assurances of a better
afterlife if you perform virtuous deeds or recite mantras or
chant the name of a Buddha.

An agnostic Buddhist eschews atheism as much as theism,
and is as reluctant to regard the universe as devoid of mean-
ing as endowed with meaning. For to deny either God or
meaning is simply the antithesis of affirming them. Yet such
fan agnostic stance is not based on disinterest It is founded on
a passionate recognition that [ do not knowe. It confronts the
enormity of having been born instead of reaching for the
consolation of a belief. It strips away, layer by layer, the views
that conceal the mystery of being here—aiither by affirming
it as something or denying it as nothing.

Such deep agnosticism is an attitude toward life refined
through ongoing mindful awaremess. It may lead to the
realization that ultimately there is neither something .nor
nothing at the core of ourselves that we can put a finger on,
Or it. may be focused in an intense perplexity that vibrates
through the body and leaves the mind that seeks certainty
nowhere to rest.

Inw A Famows parable the Buddha imagines a group of
blind men who are invited to identify an elephant. One takes
the tail and says it's a rope; another clasps a leg and says it's a
pillar; another feels the side and says it's a wall; another holds
the trunk and says it's a tube. Depending on which part of
Buddhism you grasp, you might identify it as a system of
ethics, a philosophy, a contemplative psychotherapy, a reli-
gion. While containing all of these, it can no more be reduced
to any one of them than an elephant can be reduced to its il

That which contains the range of elements that constitute
Buddhism is called a “culture.” The term was first explicitly
defined in .i8%1 by the anthropologist Sir Edward Burnett
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Tylor as “that complex whole which includes knowledge,
belief,'art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and
habits acquired by man as a member of society.” Since this
particular culture originates in the awakening of Siddhartha
Gautama and aims to cultivate a way of life conducive to such
awakening, Buddhism could be described as “the culture of
awakening/”

. While Buddhism has tended to become reductlvely identi-
fied with its religious forms, today it is in further danger of
being reductively identified with its forms of meditation. If
these trends continue, it is liable to become increasingly
marginalized and lose its potential to be realized as a culture:
an internatly consistent set of values and practices that cre-
atively animates all aspects of human life. The challenge now
is to imagine and create a culture of awakening that both
supports -individual dharma practice and addresses the di-
lemras of an agnestic and pluralist world.
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No conditionsaaecpoenmarent;
No conditionsaarereblidhie;
Nothing is sglf.

The Rudithns

] T RssaA D Dhtttamnmki$ididickahn 6 Gatmamayaamihikiktete
twenties, his father, King Suddhodana, kept him im-
mured within palaces. Suddhodana did not wish his son to be
distracted from his duty by the disquiet that reigned beyond
the palace walls. The young man became restless in his
incarceration and longed to go out. Suddhodana arranged
tours of the'town and countryside, making sure everything
was perfectly arranged and nothing distressing passed before
the boy's eyes. Despite these precautions, Siddhartha chanced
upon a person disfigured by disease, another crippled by age,
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a corpse, and a wandering monk. He became uneasy upon
returning to the comforts of home. One night he stole away.
For six years he drifted around the land, studying, meditat-
ing, subjecting himself to punishing ascetic rigors. Tihe con-
ventional options exhausted, he sat down at the foot of a tree.
Seven days later he had an awakening in which he under-
stood the nature of anguish, let go of its origins, realized its
cessation, and brought into being a way of life.

PrimwceE SimpmmamrTia’ss proewwia still faces us, today.
We too immure ourselves in the “palaces” of what is familiar
and secure. We too sense that there is more to life than
indulging desires and warding off fears. We too feel anguish
most acutely when we break out of our habitual routines and
witness ourselves hovering between birth and deatfi—our
birth and death. We discover that we have been thrown,
apparently without choice, into a world not of our making.
However painful the exit from the mother’s uterus, it is
mercifully forgotten. But in achieving consciousness, we real-
ize that the only certainty in life is that it will end. We don't
like the idea; we try to forget that too.

Everyone collaborates in everyone else's forgetting. Par-
ents seek to prepare their offspring for life. Social and politi-
cal institutions are there to benefit the living, not the dead.
Religiions largely offer consolation: perhaps there is a chance
that we won’t teallly die after all.

In one way or another, we manage to avoid the questions
that existence raises, treating birth and death as physical
events in time and space: the gasping of the first breath, the
expelling of the last. Thhey become isolated facts, problematic
but manageable, kept at a distance from the here and now,
where we are safe in the business of getting through the day.

Life becomes an exercise in the management of specifics.
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We seek to arrange the details of our world in such a way that
we feel secure: surrounded by what we like, protected against
what we dislike. Once our material existence is more or less
in order, we may turn our attention to the psydhomanage-
ment of our neuroses. Failing which, the worst anxieties can
be kept at bay by a judicious use of drugs.

This approach works well enough until the unmanageable
erupts again as sickness, aging, sorrow, pain, grief, despair,
No matter how expertly we manage our lives, how convinc-
ing an image of well-being we project, we still find ourselves
involved with what we hate and torn apart from what we
love. We still don’t get what we want and still get what we
don't want. True, we experience joy, success, love, bliss. But
in the end we find ourselves once more prone to anguish.

We may know this, but do we understand it? We see it,

. e eewvem avwed Hoy iit, ot Hoslit: ibopells ws to fongyet iit. To aovar
it over and flee again to the lure of the tantalizing world. Eor
were we to understand it, even in a glimjpse, it might change
everything.

Trey ThiIs ExErRcise. Find a quiet, comfortable place.
This may be just the corner of a bedroom or study. Then
settle into a chair or, if you prefer, sit cross-legged on a
cushion on the floor. Make sure your back is unsupported
and upright but not tense. Incline yohir head downward, so
your gaze naturally falls about three feet in front of you.
Shut your eyes. Rest your hands in your lap or on your
knees. Check to see if there are any points of tension in the
body: the shouldets, the neck, around the eyes. Relax them.
Become aware of your badily contact with the ground. Make
sure that you are steady and balanced. Natice the subtle
polyphony of sounds around you, take note of any sensations
in the body, be conscious of your mood of the moment. Don't
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judge these things or seek to change them: accept them for
what they are.

Take three long, slow, deep breaths. Don’t imagine the
breath as some invisible stuff entering and leaving your
nostrils; notice the bodily sensations (even the trivial ones like
the shifting contact of your skin with your undershirt) that
rake up the act of breathing. Them let the breathing resume
its own rhythm; without interfering with or eentrolling it.
Just stay with it, letting the mind settle inte the swell of the
breath, like a small boat at anehor, gently rising and falllng
with the sea. Do this for ten minutes.

THASS EXERCISE MAY not be as straightforward as it seems.

Nio matter hew streng yeur resslve to Be pressnt and coneen:
trated; it is difficult te kesp the mind frem wandering off inte
memerics, plans; oF fantasies: Several minWEs may pass be-
fore y8U eveR netics that yeu have beesme distracted:

. Normally we are whawars of the extent © which we are
distracted; fF the simple reason that distraction is'a stais of
BRaAFERess: Fivis kind of exerciss can fOFee US 8 TecogRize
that for much of the tirme we fail to register What is happen-
ing here and new. We are reliving an edited versisn of the
past; Blanning an UResriain future; oF indulging in being
elsewhere: OF FURRIRG SR autematic pilst; -witheut beiRg
c8Rseigys af all.

And instead of a eohersnt perseRality that streiches back
in an uRbreken line to a first memeory and lesks ferward te
aR iRdefinits futurs, we diseaver a self riddsn with gaps and
ambiguitics: Whe "I am" appears eoherent only because of
the menelegus we keep repeating; editing, censering; and
embsllishing in sur heads.

Tihe present moment Rovers betwesn past and future just
as life hovers between birth and death. We respend to bsth in
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similar ways. Just as we flee from the awesome encounter
with birth and death to the safety of a manageable world,
so we flee from the pulse of the present to a fantasy world.
Flight is a reluctance to face change and the anguish it
implies. Something in us insists on a static self, a fixed image,
impervious to anguish, that will either survive death intact or
be painlessly annihilated.

Evasion of the unadorned immediacy of life is as deep-
seated as it is relentless. Even with the ardent desire to be
aware and alert in the present moment, the mind flings us
into tawdry and tiresome elaborations of past and future.
This craving to be otherwise, to be elsewhere, permeates the
body, feelings, perceptions, will—ecorseimusmess itself. It is
like the background radiation from the big bang of birth, the
aftershock of having erupted into existence.

Swowwm Yow PERSIST in watching the breath, you may
find that after a while your mind begins to settle. You experi-
ence longer spells of concentration before a distracting thought,
whisks you away. You become more adept at remembering to
come back to the present. You relax and discover a poignant
tranquility. This is a centered stillness from which you can en-
gage attentively, caringly, with the world.

All of life is in ceaseless mutation: emerging, modifying,
disappearing. The relative constancy of still, centered atten-
tion is simply a steady adjustment to the flux of what is
observed. Nothing can be relied upon for security. As soon as
you grasp something, it's gone. Amguish emerges from crav-
ing for life to be other than it is. It is the symptom of fliight
from birth and death, from the pulse of the present, It is the
gnawing mood of unease that haunts the clinging to “me”
and “mine.”

It would perhaps be better if life did not bring civemgge—if
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it could be relied upon to provide lasting happiness. But
since this is not true, a calm and clear understanding of
what is true—that no conditions are permanent or
reliablle—would weaken the grip in-which craving holds us.
Craving can vanish in awakening to the absurdity of the
assumptions that underlie it. Without stamping it out or
denying it, craving may be renounced the way a child
renounces sandcastles: not by repressing the desire to make
them but by turning aside from an endeavor that no longer
holds any interest

WHIEN THE RESTLESS mind is stilled, we begin to encoun-
ter what is unfolding before us. This is both familiar and
mysterious at the same time,

In one sense, we already know this world; in rare moments
with nature, a lover, a work of art. Yet it also comes without
warning: when strolling down a busy street, staring at a sheet
of paper on a desk, forming a pot on a wheel. Ttis sense of
the world vanishes as suddenly as it appears. It is something
we can neither manage nor control.

When we stop fleeing birth and death, the grip of anguish
is loosened and existence reveals itself as a question. When
Siddhartha encountered a person disfigured by disease, one
crippled by age, a corpse, and a wandering monk, he was not
only struck by the tragedy of anguish but thrown-into ques-
tioning. Yet the questions he asked were not the sort he could
stand back from, reflect on, and arrive at a' rational answer to.
He realized that he himself was subject to disease, aging, and
death. Tihe questioner was nothing other than the question
itself. The pivotal moment of human consciousness: .it'be-
comes a question for itself.

Such a question is a mystery, not a problem. It cannot be
“solved” by meditation techniques, through the authority of

26



BUDDHIISSMA W ITHROWTT DBBEILIEFS

a text, upon submission to the will of a guru. Such strategies
merely replace the question with beliefs in an answer.

As this kind of question becomes clearer it becomes more
puzzling too. The understanding it generates does not pro-
vide consoling facts about the nature of life. Tiiis questioning
probes ever deeper into what is still uirknown.
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Lilke a dveam,
Wihatever!leniy

Wil becorne arneevooyy,
The past is not seavisited.

—Shamtideva

A@Anm rinm A comfortable place to sit, so that your
back is upright, your body steady and balanced; then

close your eyes and watch your breath. Feel the air enter your
nostrils, expand your lungs and diaphragm. Pause, exhale,
contracting diaphragm and lungs, then feel warmer air leave
the nostrils. Sustain this attention for ten minutes, following
each breath from beginning to end.

Reflect on your resolve: What has led me to this point?
Why am I sitting here? Tiy not to get caught up in trains of
associative thought that lead off into distraction. When the
mind is calm and focused, consider this question:
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Simee death alone is certain and the time of death wmcentain,
whkat should I do?

Run this over in your mind, letting its import and challenge
sink in. See if the question resonates in the body, triggers a
nonverbal mood, a gut feeling, Give more attention to the
bodily tone it evokes than to the thoughts and ideas it gener-
ates. If you feel such a tone, silently rest in it until it fades.

Whille you find the question intellectually stimulating, it
might otherwise leave you cold. Or it may provoke only a
pale hint of its implications. Tihe aim of this meditation is to
awaken a felt-sense of what it means to live a life that will
stop. To deepen the question, the following reflections may
help.

Simee deathh alone is certain . . .

Thamkk oF THE' beginnings of life on this earth: single-
celled organisms dividing and evolving; the gradual emer-
gence of fish, amphibians, and mammals, until the first
human beings appeared around five million years ago; then
the billions of men and women who preceded my own birth a
mere handful of years ago. Each of them was born; each of
them died. They died because they were born. Wihat distin-
guishes me from any one of them ? Diid not they feel about the
uniqueness of their lives just as I feel about the uniqueness of
mine? Yet birth entails death as surely as meeting entails
parting.

Thiis miraculous organism, formed of an inconceivable
number of interdependent parts, firom the tiniest cell to the
hemispheres of the brain, has evolved to a degree of complex-
ity capable of the consciousness needed to make sense of these
words. Life depends on sustaining this delicate balance, on
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the functioning of vital organs. Yet 1 feel it changing with
each pulse of blood, slipping away with each breath. I witness
my aging: the loss of hair, pain in the joints, wrinkling of
skin. Life ebbs from moment to moment.

It is as though I am in a boat that floats steadily down-
stream. | gaze over the stern, admiring the landscape that
spreads out behind the vessel. So absorbed am I in what I
behold that I forget that I am drifting inexorably toward a
waterfall that drops for hundreds of feet.

... . and the time of death uncertaim . ...

Whiew [ tmy to turn my head around to find how close
the waterfall is, I cannot. I can see only what is unfolding
before my eyes. I can see the death of others but not my own.
Thhe time will come for me too, but I don’t know when.

Consider that while statistics assure us that we have a
good chance to live to an “average age, probability is not
certainty. There can be no guarantee that I will live until
next week, let alone for many years. Who do I know of my
own age who has died? Was there anything about that
person that made him a suitable candidate for a sudden or
early death? How does he differ from me? I imagine myself
in his shoes. Death does not happen only to others. Nor
when | want it to.

This body is fragile. It is just flesh. Listen to the heartbeat.
Life depends on the pumping of a muscle.

Amything-can happen. Each time I cross a road, set out on
a journey, descend a fligih t of stairs, my life is at risk. No mat-
ter how cautious I am, I cannot foresee the absentmindedness
of the man in an approaching car, the collapse of a bridge, the
shift of a fault line, the course of a stray bullet, the destination
of a virus. Life is accident prone.
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... *whak should [ do?

Wit am I here for? Am I living in such a way that I can
die without regrets? How much of what I do is campromise?
Do I keep postponing what I “really” want to do until condi-
tions are more favorable?

Asking suich questions interrupts indulgence in the com-
forts of routine and shatters illusions abohit a cherished sense
of self-importance. It forces me to seek again the impulse that
moves me from the depths, and to turn aside from the
shallows of habitual patterns. It requires that I examine my
attachments to physical health, fiimancial independence, lov-
ing friends. For they are easily lost; I.cannot ultimately rely
on them. Is there anything I can depend upon?

It might be that all I can trust in the end is my integrity to
keep asking such questions as: Since death alone is certain end
the time of death uncertaim, what should ¥ do? And then to act
on them.

A rerLEcmiowW Likg this does not tell you anything you
do not already know: that death is certain and its time
uncertain. The point is to consider these facts regutarly and
slowly, allowing them to percolate through you, until a felt-
sense of their meaning and implication is. awakemed. Even
when you do this reflection daily, sometimes you may feel
nothing at all; the thoughts may strike you as repetitive,
shallow, and pointless. But at other times you may feel
gripped by an urgent bodily awaremess of imminent mortal-
ity. At such moments try to let the thoughts fade, and focus
the entirety of your attention in this feeling.

This meditation counters the deep psychosomatic feeling
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that'therz* is something permanent at the core of ourself that
is going to be around for a while yet. Intellectually, we may
suspect such intuitions, but that is not how we feel most of the
time. This feeling is not something that additional informa-
tion or philosophy alone can affect. It needs to be challenged
in its own terms.

Reflective meditation is a way of translating thoughts into
the language of feeling. It explores the relation between the
way we think about and perceive things and the way we feel
about them. We find that even the strongest, seemingly self-
evident intuitions about ourselves are based on equally deep-
seated assumptions. Gradually learning to see our life in
another way through reflective meditation leads to feeling
different about it as well.

Ironically, we may discover that death meditation is not a
morbid exercise at all. Only when we lose the use of something
taken for granted (whether the telephone or an eye) are we
jolted into a recognition of its value. When the phone is flixed,
the bandage removed from the eye, we briefly rejoice in their
restoration but swiftly forget them again. In taking them for
granted, we cease to be conscious of them. In taking life for
granted, we likewise fail to notice it. (To the extent that we get
bored and long for something exciting to happen.) By meditat-
ing on death, we paradoxically become conscious of life.

How extraordinary it is to be here at all. Awenemess of death
can jolt us awake to the sensuality of existence. Breath is no
longer a routine inhalation of air but a quivering intake of life.
The eye-is quickened to the play of light and shade and color,
the ear to the intricate medley of sound. Tihis is where the
meditation leads. Stay with it; rest in it. Natice how distraction
is a flight from this, an escape from awe to worry and plans.

As tuE MEDITATIOW draws to a close, return to your
breath and posture. Open your eyes and slowly take in what
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you see in front of you. Before standing up and returning to
other activities, reflect for a few moments on what you have
noticed or learned.

These reflections may prepare us to encounter the actual
death of others. The death of someone upsets the illusion of
permanence we tacitly seek to sustain. Yet we are skilled in
disguising such reactions with expressions and conventions
that contain death within a manageable social frame. To
meditate on the certainty of death and the uncertainty of its
time helps transform the experience of another’s death from
an awkward discomfiture into an awesome and tragic con-
clusion to the transience that lies at the heart of all life.

Over time such meditation penetrates our primary sense of
being in the world at all. It helps us value more deeply our
relationships with others, whom we come to regard as tran-

sieht a8 slirsslves: Tt svakes the poignansy implich 1n the
transitorimess of all things:
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“But if there is no other world and there is no ffuit and
ripening of acttensaeél deneorlilldone/iéherhreredndmnow in
this Jifte 1) Sl Xae free from Mgttty o/fitictpyahdredengty,
and [ shell live happily.” This is the secontl comfont ac-
quived. . ...

—Tthe Buddha

R ELIGI®WSS ARE UNITED not by belief in God but by
belief in life after death. According to religious Bud-
dhism we will be reborn in a form of life that accords with
the ethical quality of actions committed in this or a previous
life. A similar principle is followed in the monotheistic reli-
gions, although the postmortem options tend to be limited to
heaven or hell. Theughout history, religions have explained
that death is not the end of life but that some part of us—
perhaps all of us—eamies on.

The Buddha accepted the idea of rebirth. It is said that as
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part of his awakening he recalled the entire chain of births
that preceded the present one. Later he described, sometimes
in detail, how actions committed in the past determine expe-
riences in this life and how actions committed now will
determine the quality of one’s afterlife. He spoke of the
process of awakening in terms of how many rebirths remain
until a person is freed from the cycle of compulsive birth and
death. Although he taught dharma practice to be meaningful
whether or not we believe in rebirth, and speculation about
future and past lives to be just another distraction, the evi-
dence does not suggest that he held an agnostic view on the
matter.

Yet while religions may agree that life continues in some
form after death, this does not indicate the claim to be true.
Until quite recently religions maintained that the earth was
flat, but such widespread belief did not affect the shape of the
planet. In accepting the idea of rebirth, the Buddha reflected
the woirldview of his time. In common with Indian tradition,
he maintained that the aim of life is to attain freedom from
the anguished cycle of compuilsive rebirth. (It's a curious twist
that Westerners find the idea.of rebirth consoling.) Thiis view
was endorsed by subsequent generations of Budidlhists in
much the same way as we would now endorse many scientific
views, which, if pressed, we Wwauld find hard to demonstrate.

The Buddha found the prevailing Indian view of rebirth
sufficient as a basis for his ethical and liberating teaching.
Subsequently, religious Buddhism emphasized that denial of
rebirth would undermine the basis of ethical responsibility

and the need for morality in socisty. Similar fears wers
expressed at the time of the Enlightenment By the Shristian
churehes, whe feared that Iss of faith in heaven and hell
weuld lead 8 rampant immerality: One of the great realiza:
tiens of the EnlighteRment Was ek ah aleistic, Rl
could be just as moFal a person as a Bekie\e—evER more
s6: Fhis insight led o liBsration from the constraing of
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ecclesiastical dogma, which was crucial in forming the sense
of intellectual and political freedom we enjoy today.

[T 1s orTEW claimed that you cannot be a Buddhist if you
do not accept the doctrine of rebirth. From a traditional point
of view, it is indeed problematic to suspend belief in the idea
of rebirth, since many basic notions then have to be re-
thought. But if we follow the Buddha’s injunction not to
accept things blindly, then orthodoxy should net stand in the
way of ferming eur ewn understanding.

A difficulty that has beset Buddhism from the beginning is
the question of what it is to be reborn. Religions that posit an
eternal self distinct from the body-mind complex escape this
dilemma—tihe body and mind may die but the self continues.
A central Buddhist idea, however, is that ne sueh intrinsie
self ean be feund threugh analysis or realized in meditatien.
Such a deep-seated sense of persoenal identity is a fiction, a
tragie habit that lies at the roet of eraving and anguish. Hew
do we square this with rebirth, which necessarily entails the

eXistence of semething that Ret erly survives the death of the
bedy and Brain But semeRew traversss the spacs betwesn 2
£8Fpse aRd a fertilized svum?

Biftersnt Buddikist schosls have eome up with differentan:
SWers 18 this question; Which iR itself suggssts their visws are
Based o speculation: Some claim that the foree 8f habit-driven
CFAVIRG Immediatsly reappsars in ansther form of life: others
pesit varieus kinds of Renphysically based mental consciousnsss
that may spend several wesks Before lgcating a suitable wemb:

Fihese kinds of speculations lead us far frem the Buddha's
AghOstE aRd pragmatic perspective and iRiB a3 «RNderation
of metaphysical views that cannet Be demenstrated oF re-
futed, proven or disproyen: Evsm if irrefutable evidence for

rebirth were to appear one day, it would only raise other,
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more difficult questions. Tthe mere fact of rebirth would not ,
entail any ethical linkage between one existence and the next
Demanstrating that death will be followed by another life is
not the same as demonstrating that a murderer will be reborn
in hell and a saint in heaven.

The idea of rebirth is meaningful in religious Buddhism
only insofar as it provides a vehicle for the key Indian meta-
physical doctrine of actions and their results known as
“karma.” While the Buddha accepted the idea of karma as he
accepted that of rebirth, when questioned on the issue he
tended to emphasize its psychological rather than its cos-
mological implications. “Karma,” he often sdid, “is inten-
tion™: i.e., a movement of the mind that occurs each time we
think, speak, or act. By being mindful of this process, we
come to understand how intentions lead to habitual patterns
of behavior, which in turn affect the quality of our experi-
ence. In contrast to the view often taLight by religious Bud-
dhists, he denied that karma alone was sufficient to explain
the origin of individual experience.

All this has nothing to do, however, with the compatibility
(or otherwise) of Buddhism and modern science. It is odd
that a practice concerned with anguish and the ending of
anguish should be obliged to adopt ancient Indian meta-
physical theories and thus accept as an articie of faith that
consciousness cannot be explained in terms of brain function.
Dharma practice can never be in contradiction with science:
not because it provides some mystical validation of scientific
findings but because it simply is not concerned with either
validating or invalidating them. Its concern lies entirely with
the nature of existential experience.

Whiesree DOES THIS leave us? It may seem that there are
two options: either to believe in rebirth or not. But there is a
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third alternative: to acknowledge, in all honesty, I do not
know. We neither have to adopt the literal versions of rebirth
presented by religious tradition nor fall into the extreme of
regarding death as annihilation. Regardlless of what we be-
lieve, our actions wiil reverberate beyond our deatts. Trre-
spective of our personal survival, the legacy of our thoughts,
words, and deeds will continue through the impressions we
leave behind in the lives of those we have influenced or
touched in any way..

Dharma practice requires the courage to confront what it
means to be human. All the pictures we entertain of heaven
and hell or cycles of rebirth serve to replace the unknown
with an image of what is already known. To cling to the idea
of rebirth can deaden gquestioning.

Failure tosummon forth the courage to risk a nondogmat- -,
ic and nonevasive stance on such crucial existential matters
can also blur, our ethical vision. If our actions in the world are
to stem from an encounter with what is central, in life, they
must be unclouded by either dogma or prevarication. Ag-
nosticism is no excuse for indecision. If anything, it is a
catalyst for action; for in shifting concern away from a future
life and back to the present, it-demands an ethics of empathy
rather than a metaphysics of fear and hope.
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I iFE I1s NEITHER meaningful nor meaninglless. Mean-

ing and its absence are given to life by language and
imagination. We are linguistic beings who inhabit a reality in
which it makes sense to make sense.

For life to make sense it needs purpose. Even if our aim
in life is to be totally in the here and now, free from past
conditioning and any idea of a goal to be reached, we still
have a clear purpose—witthoutt which life would be mean-
ingless. A purpose is formed of words and images. And we
can no more step out of language and imagination than we
can step out of our bodies.
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Thee prosBLEW 1S not that we lack resolve, but that it so
often turns out to be misplaced. The meaning-faden feelings do
not last. We resolve to become wealthy and famous, only to
discover in the end that such things are incapable of providing
that permanent well-being we initially projected onto them.
Wealth and success are all very well; but once we have them
their allure fades. It is like climbing a mountain. We expend
great energy and hope on reaching the top, only to find when we
get there that it is dwarfed by another even higher ridge.

In a changing, ambiguous world is anything.worthy of total
commitment? It is tempting to appeal to a purpose-giving
God outside of time and space, a transcendent Absolute in
which ultimate meaning is secured. But is this appeal not an
urge for the consolation of religion? Is it not falling prey to the
bewitchment of language? Dharma practice starts not with
belief in a transcendent reality but throbgh embracing the
anguish experienced in an uncertain world.

A purpeose may be no more than a set of images and words,
but we can still be totally committed to it. Such resolve entails
aspiration, appreciation, and conviction: I aspire to awaken, I
appreciate its value, and I am convinced it is possible. Tthis is
a focused act that encompasses the whole person. Aspiration
is as much a bodily longing as an intellectual desire; apprecia-
tion as much a passion as a preference; conviction as much an
intuition as a rational conclusion. Irrespective of the purpose
to which we are committed, when such feelings are aroused,
life is infusfed with meaning.

ANca s EMERGES FRow craving for life to be other than
it is. In the face of a changing world, such craving seeks con-
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solation in something permanent and reliable, in a self that is
in control of things, in a God who is in charge of destiny. The
irony of this strategy is that it turns out to be the cause of
what it seeks to dispel. In yearning for anguish to be assuaged
in such ways, we reinforce what creates anguish in the first
place: the craving for life to be other than it is. We find
ourselves spinning in a vicious circle. The more acute the
anguish, the more, we want to be rid of it, but the more we
want to be rid of it, the more acute it gets.

Such behavior is not just a silly mistake we can shrug off. It
isan ingrained habit, an addiction. It persists even when we are
aware of its self-destructive nature. To counter it requires re-
solve of equivalent force to live in another way. This is un-
likely, though, to lead to an immediate change in the way we
feel. A smoker may fervently resolve to give up cigarettes, but
that does not prevent the tuig of longing each time he enters a
smoke-filled room. What changes is his resolve.

Dharma practice is founded on resolve.. This is not an
emotional conversion, a devastating realization of the error of
our ways, a desperate urge to be good, but an ongoing, ¥
heartfelt reflection on priorities, values, and purpose. We
need to keep taking stdck of our life in an wnsentimental,
uncompromising way.

SomEowE MIGHT sAy: *I resolve to awaken, to practice a
way of life conducive to that end, and to cultivate friendships
that nurture it," but he may feel exactly the opposite much of
the time. We are often content to drift from day to day,
follow routines, indulge habits, and hang out, dimly aware of
the background echo of our deeper resolve. We know this is
insincere, unsatisffyiing—yet still do it. Even in meditation we
may go through the mechanics of practice, lapse into famta®
sies, get bored. Or become self-righteous and pious.
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Awalkeniing is the purpose that enfolds all purposes. What-
ever we do is meaningful to the extent that it leads to awak-
ening, meaninglless to the extent that it leads away from it.
Dharma practice is the process of awakening itself: the
thouights, words, and deeds that weave the unfolding fabric
of experience into a coherent whole. And this process is
participatory: sustained and matured by communities of
friendships.

Tihe process of awakening is like walking on a footpath.
When we find such a path after hours of struggling through
undergrowth, we know at last that we are heading some-
where. Moreover, we suddenly find that we can move freely
without obstruction. We settle into a rhythmic and easy pace.
At the same time we are reconnected to others: men, women,
and animals who have walked here before us. The path is
maintained as a path only because of the tread of feet. Just as
others have created this path for us, so by walking on it we
maintain it for those who will come after us. Wihat counts is
not so much the destination but the resolve to take the next
step.

Theading the path of awakening can embrace a range of
purpases. At times we may concentrate on the specifics of
material existence: creating a livelihood that is in accord
with our deepest values and aspirations. At times we may
retreat: disentangling ourselves from social and psychological
pressures in order to reconsider our life in a quiet and sup-
portive setting. At times we may engage with the world:
responding empathetically and creatively to the anguish of
others. .

There is no hierarchy among these purposes; one is not
“better” than the other; we do not “progress” from one to the
next. They each have their time and place. If we seek inner
detachment and clarity while our outer life is a mess, we may
enjoy periodic escapes from turmoil but find no lasting equa-
nimity. If we devote ourselves to the welfare of the world
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Whiile our inner life is riven by irrational ideais and unre-
solved compulsions, we can easily undermine our own-re-
solve. .

ComwniTMENT TO THE most worthy purpose is of little
value if we lack confidence in our ability to realize it. We may
console ourselves with the idea that at some future time-
awakening will dawn as a reward for having believed in it
long enough. Thhis is to literalize purpose: to confuse a valu-
able aim with an entity endowed with a shadowy, metaphysi-
cal existence. The longing for consolation might run deeper
than we like to admit. It enables us to feel good about
ourselves without having to do a great deal. But can we
afford the luxury of consolation in a wotld where death is the
only certainty, its time utterly uncertain, and the hereafter a
hypothesis?

A commitment to dharma practice keeps us on our toes,
We can notice when our resolve eases into a- complacent
routine, and observe how we seek to justify ourselves by
seeking approval from others. We can be conscious of how
we tend to ignore or escape anguish rather than understand
and accept it. We can be aware that even when we gain
insight into these things, we rarely behave differently in the
future. Despite our overt resolve, we are still creatures of
habit.

Resolve is activated by self-confidence, which in turn de-
pends on the kind of self-image we have. If we see ourselves
as insignificant, always in the shadow of others, then the
slightest hardship will seem daunting. We will be drawn to
those who insist that awakening is a distant goal, accessible
only to a privileged few. Conversely, if we see ourselves as
superior to others, then while outwardly disdainful of hard-
ship, we are tormented by humiliation when it defeats us. We
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shun the friendship of those who might help dispel the
conceit that traps us in yet another cycle of anguish.

Self-confidence is not a form of arrogamee. It is trust in our
capacity to awakem. It is both the courage to face whatever
life throws at us without losing equanimity, and the humility
to treat every situation we encounter as one from which we
can learn,
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what kind of reality we inhabit. Ttat we are isolated, anxious
creatures in a hostile world may not be a conscious philosoph-
ical view but a gut feeling buried beneath the image of the
compassionate and responsible person projected to the world.
Ounly when one is frightened or overwhelmed by greed or
hate is this underlying attitude revealed. Tten each one
expetiences himself pitted against the rest of the world: one
desperate soul struggling to survive among others.

There are many ways to hurt others when we feel like this:
from killing or injuring them physically, or depriving them
of what is rightfully theirs to abusing or taking advantage of
them sexually; from lying to them, speaking unkindly about
them behind their backs, or uttering cruel and barbed re-
marks to wasting their time with senseless chatter. Integrity
entails not merely refraining from overt acts of this kind, but
also recognizing how we contemplate such behavior in our
thoughts, repeat it through fantasy, or prepare for it even
though we lose our nerve before carrying it out.

THIERE ARE ALS® moments when we experience ourselves
not at odds with others but as participants in a shared reality.
As empathetic beings in a participatory reality we cannot,
without losing our integrity, hurt, abuse, rob, or lie to others.

Ethical integrity origimates in empathy, for then we take
the well-being of others to heart and are moved to be gen-
erous and caring. Our thoughts, words, and deeds are based
on a sense of what we have in common rather than what
divides us. But just because we feel deeply for someone’s
plight and are motivated by the noblest intentions, this does
not ensure that what we do will be for the best. Empathy
alone will not prevent us from making mistakes.

Wihille rooted in empathy, integrity requires courage and
intelligence as well, because every significant ethical choice
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entails risk. And wihile we cannot know in advance the
consequences of the choices we make, we can learn to become
more ethically intelligent,

Ethical intelligence is cultivated by learning from concrete
mistakes. We can discern when a reactive habit-kicks in and
prompts us to adopt the familiar path of least resistance. We
can notice when empathy capitulates to fear or self-interestt
We can be alert for face-saving words and gestures that give
an impression of empathy while letting us off the hook. And
we can recognize when we are evading the crises of risk,

How often do we refrain from acting, out of fear of how
our actions might be received? To let such a. moment slip
away can be agonizing. To combat such fear requires the
courage to live in a less self-centered and more compassionate
way. However daunting a situation may seem, as soon as we
say or do something, it is suddenly transformed. When the
door of hesitation is unlocked, we enter a dynamic, fllwid
world, which challenges us to actand act again.

Tihe most soul-searching meditation on ethics leaves the
world intact; a single word or deed can transform it forever,

Emsiicall INTEGRITY REQUIRES both the intelligence to
understand the present situation as the fruition of former
choices, and the courage to engage with it as the arena for the
creation of what is to come. It empowers us to embrace the
ambiguity of a present that is simultaneously tied to an
irrevocable past and free for an tindietermined future,
Ethical integrity is not moral certainty, A priori certainty
about right and wrong, is at odds with a changing and
unreliable world, where the future lies open, waiting to be
born from choices and acts. Such certainty may be consoling
and strengthening, but it can blunt awaremess of the unique-
ness of each ethical moment. Wien we are faced with the
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unprecedented and unrepeatable complexities of this mo-
ment, the question is not “Wihat is the right thing to do?” but
“Wihat is the compassionate thing to do?” This question can
be approached with integrity but not with certainty. In ac-
cepting that every action is a risk, integrity embraces the
fallibility that certainty disdainfully eschews.

Ethical integrity is threatened as much by attachment to
the security of what is known as by fear of the insecurity of
what is unknowm. It is liable to be remanselessly buffetted by
the winds of desire and fear, doubt and worry, fantasy and
egoism. Tthe more we give in to these things, the more our
integrity is eroded and we find ourselves carried along on a
wave of psychological and social habit. When responding to
a moral dilemma, we just repeat the gestures and words of a
parent, an authority figure, a religious text. While moral
conditioning may be necessary for social stability, it)is inade-
quate as a paradigm of integrity.

Occasionally, though, we act in a way that startles us. A
friend asks our advice about a tricky moral choice. Yet instead
of offering him consoling platitudes or the wisdom of some-
one else, we say something that we did not know we knew,
Such gestures and words spring from body ‘and tongue with
shocking spontaneity. We cannot call them “mine” but nei-
ther have we copied them from others. Campzassion has dis-
solved the stranglehold of self. And we taste, for a few
exhilarating seconds, the creative freedom of awakening.
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—The Buddha

DHAFRN«AA PRACTICHE 1$ not.just a questiom of culti-
vating resolve and integrity in the privacy of our
hearts. It is embodied in friendships. Our practice is- nour-
ished, sustained, and challenged through ongoing contact
with friends and mentors who seek to realize the dharma in
their own lives;

We were born alone and will die alone. Much of our time
is spent absorbed in feelings and thoughts we can never fully

share: Yet our lives are nonetheless defined through relation-
shigs' with others, The body is witness to parents and endless
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generations of forebears, language witness to fellow speakers,
she most private thoughts witness to those we love and fear,
Simultaneously and always, we find ourselves alone with
others.

We are participatory beings who inhabit a participatory
reality, seeking relationships that enhance our sense of what
it means to be alive. In terms of dharma practice, a true friend
is more than just someone with whom we share common
values and who accepts us for what we are. Such a friend is
someone whom we can trust to refine our understanding of
what it means to live, who can guide us when we're lost and
help us find the way along a path, who can assuage our
anguish through the reassurance of his or her presence.

WHIILEE sUCH FRIEWDSHIPSS occur naturally between
peers with similar aspirations and interests, certain crucial
friendships are also formed with those we respect for having
achieved a maturity and understanding greater than our
own. Such people offer guidance and reassurance through
each aspect of their being. The way they move their body and
hold our gaze with their eyes, the cadences of their speech,
their response to sudden provocation, the way they rest at
ease and attend to daily chores: all these things tell us as much
as they tell us in words. And we too are called upon to
respond in such ways. In this kind of relationship we are no
mere recipients of knowledge. We are invited to interact, to
challenge and be challenged.

These friends are teachers in the sense that they are skilled
in the art of learning from every situation. We do not seek
perfection in these friends but rather heartfelt acceptance of
human imperfection. Nor omniscience but an ironic admis-
sion of ignorance. We should be wary.of being seduced by
charismatic purveyors of Emlightenment. For true friends
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seek not to coerce us, even gently and reasonably, into believ-
ing what we are unsure of. Tihese friends are like midwives,
who draw forth what is waiting to be born. Tiheir task is not
to make themselves indispensable but redundant.

These friends are our vital link to past and future. For they
too were nurtured through friendships, in many cases with
those who are dead. Dharma practice has survived through a
series of friendships that stretches back through histoyy—
ultimately to Gautama himself Tihrough friendships we are
entrusted with a delicate thread that joins pabt with future
generations. These' fragile, intimate, moments are ones of
indebtedness and responsibility. Dharma practice fltaurishes
only when such friendships flourish. It has no other means of
transmission.

And these friends are our vital links to a commumiity that
lives and struggles today. Thirough them we belong to a
culture of awakening, a matrix of friendships, that expands
in ever wider circles to embrace not only “Budldthiists” but all
who are actually or potentially committed to the values of
dharma practice.

Trie Formws of this friendship have changed over history.
The dharma has passed through social and ethnie cultures
with different ideals of what constitutes true friendship. Two
primary forms have emerged: the fellowship model of eatly
Buddhism and the guru-disciple model of later traditions. In
both cases, friendship has become entangled -with issues of
religious authority.

Before the Buddha' died he declared that the dharma
would suffice as one's guide. In the early community, friend-
ship was founded in commeon adherence to the rules of
discipline the Buddha devised to support dharma practice.
The community, was a fellowship of brotherhood and
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sisterhood, under the formal guidance of a paternal or mater-
nal preceptor. While the system reflected the hierarchy of an
Indian extended family, in which. everyone deferred to se-
niority, the final authority lay not in a person’s position in the*
hierarchy but in the rules of discipline. True friendship was
~ymoaktbtel oan thiee rebd atbonbiajss aanoorgy s dihiluggs aadd bbetwean
child and parent, with the difference that all were equal in
the eyes of the dharma and subject to its law.

After about five hundred years, the Indian guru-disciple
model was adopted by certain schools. Here the teacher
became a heroic figure to whose will the student surrendered
as a means of accelerating the process of awakening. This
relationship reflected that between master and servant or
feudal lord and subject. The different degree of power be-
tween guru and disciple was utilized as an agent of personal
transformation. Elenmenits of dominance and submission (and
with them the concomitant danger of coercion) came to
characterize the notion of- troe friendship. If, after close
examiinetiom; you accepted someone as your teacher, then you
were expected to revere and obey him, In varying degrees,
the authority of the dharma was replaced by the authority of
the guru, who came, in some traditions, to assume the role
of the Buddha himself,

Despite the contrasting nature of these models, in practice
they coexisted. As a follower of the Buddha’s rules of disci-
pline, a true friend was accountable to the community and
the dharma, but as a guru was impervious to any critique
formulated by the deluded mind. Mast traditions of Bud-
dhism today represent one of these ideals of friendship or a
blend of the two..

I, cONTEMPORMRY SECULAR, demecratic societies, such

traditional models of friendship are bound to be challenged.

52



BUDDHIISSMA WITHOUT BIEILIEES

For we may no longen- feel at ease in friendships defined by
the hierarchy of an extended family, the rule of law, or
submission to the will of another. We may no longer feel the
need to wear a uniform or in any way sacrifice our ordinari-
nesss Exotic names, robes, insignia of office, titles—the trap-
pings of religiom—confuse as much as they help. They
endorse the assumption of the existence of an elite whose
explicit commitment grants them implicit extraordinariness.

It is not just different circumstances that raise questions
about the nature of true friendship. Of greater significance is
that we notice that circumstances are different. Historical
consciousness itself makes the difference. It is no longer possi-
ble to maintain that dharma practice has remained unaltered
since the time of the Buddha. It has evolved and continues to
evolve distinctive forms peculiar to the conditions of the time.
It has survived precisely because of its ability to respond
creatively to change.

What features of contemporary life are most likely to
affect the concept of true friendship? Mutual respect Tor the
creative autonomy of individual experience would take pre-
cedence over submission to the dogmas of a school or the
autocratic authority of a guru. Tthe responsibility of a friend
would be to encourage individuation, self-reliance, and
imagination. Such friendship might be informed by notions
such as Martin Buber’s “I-Thou"” relationship and the
French Catholic philosopher Gabriel Marcel’s ideal of “avail-
ability” for another. Its practice may draw on the experience
of psychotherapy, in which a “free and protective space”
allows an encounter that is simultaneously trusting, opening,
and healing. For learning and training, it may take as its
model the relationship of artist and apprentice, in which
skills are developed so that creativity can be realized with
technical competence and expertise,

+ Whenever Buddhism has become a religion, true friend-
ship has tended to be,compromised by issues of power, Both
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the fellowship and guru-disciple models have given rise to
large, impersonal, hierarchic, and authoritarian bodies gov-
erned by professional elites. In many cases, these institutions
have become established churches, sanctioned and supported
by sovereign states. This has often led to rigid comservativism
and intolerance of dissent,

Thiis process is not inevitable. It is also possible to imagine
a community of friendships in which diversity is celebrated
rather than censured. In which smaliness of scale is regarded
as success rather than failure, In which power is shared by all
rather than invested in a minority of experts. In which
women and men are treated as genuine equals. In which
questions are valued more than answers.
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pat aside his reading and sat on: a.cushion, s eyes. ha{ﬁ- g
closed. Dvorn said: “Goad! tﬁo seeﬂyw med’watmg, vur:
s }H i
With nothing efse left to~do, e oldopmantsked? A
“Geshe-Va, please, how should Biadtitice the' dbimvme?”
“Whnen you praetice/”’ Dvomr; replied, | a7 Bttia?
distinction betoween the dharma and your”oam rmmi:i
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And ffuntther, a monk knows when he is going, “I @ godrgd”
He knows when he is stawnding,, 1 am stemtimg’ e keaows

when he is syttigg, "1 @ srtiiggHE e kewsavirenieeridyyrgg
down, “T am lying dewn.,”
—Tthe Buddha

] 0 pIENNTTHE reéfiggeeator tbodissomerr thaat] | Haane nonmilkk
and so decide to go down to the store to get some. I shut
the door behind me, turn left into the street, follow the
sidewalk for two blocks, turn left and left again, enter the
store, snatch a carton of milk from the shelf, pay for it at
the checkout, leave the store, turn right and right again, go
back along the sidewalk for two blocks, turn right, unlock
the door, and go back into the kitchen.

The only evidence I have that any of this has happened is the
cold carton of milk now clutched rather too firmly in my hand.
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As I try to reconstruct those ten vanished minutes, I recall
being engrossed in a memory of something S said to me
yesterday that I have been shrugging off ever since. It irked
me and has become lodged as a stab of disquiet somewhere in
the upper part of my stomach, I ean remember that as I
walked along, I was absorbed in what I should have said
when the remark was made and what I would say were It
repeated. Tihe exaet wokds of My response eseape me. But |
reeall feeling gratifled by thelr sharp Blend ef inseueianee
and eruelty, eenfirmed, in My IMaginaktion, By the lesk of
fear en S's faee as Re is pinnhed to a reugh weeden floer.

As for the first chill hint of winter in the gust of wind that
sent the last withered leaves scratching along the sidewalk
before me as I pulled my warm collar tight against the skin of
my neck, I have no recollection. And although I was staring
intently in S’s direction, I failed to notice the waving arm of
my friend perched on his bicycle across the street, his call and
whistle, his smile as he rode off when the light turned green.

Mwa oF oumr time is spent like this. As we become aware
of it we begin to suspect that we are not entirely in control of
our lives. Much of the time we are driven by a relentless and
insistent surge of impulses. We notice this in quiet moments
of reflection, but usually just get carried along on the crest of
its wave. Until, that is, we crash once more onto the rocks of
recriminatory self-consciousness, and from there into moods
and depressions. f

One of the mast difficult things to remember is to remem-
ber to remember. Aweanenrss begins with remembering what
we tend to forget. Drifting through life on a cushioned surge
of impulses is but one of many strategies of forgetting. Not
only do we forget to remember, we forget that we live in a
body with senses and feelings and thoughits and emotions and
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ideas. Worrying about what a friend said can preoccupy us so
completely that it isolates us from the rest of our experience.
The world of colors and shapes, sounds, smells, tastes, and
sensations -becomes, dull and remote. Even the person who
offers sympathy appears alien and out of reach. We feel cut
off and adrifit

To stop and pay attention to what is happening in the
moment is one way of snapping out of such fiixatioms. It is also
a reasonable definition of meditation.

WHiwe: MEDITATI®N MAY be cultivated as a formal prac-
tice,once or twice, a day for half an hour or so, the aim is to
bring a fresh awaremness into everything we do. Whether
walking or standing still, sitting or lying down, alone or in
company, resting or working, I try to maintain that same
careful attention. So when I go to get milk, I will notice.the
scratching sound of the leaves on the sidewalk as well as my
anger and hurt at what S said.

Awenemess is a process of deepening self-acceptance. It is
neither a cold, surgical examination of life nor a means of
becoming perfect. Whatever it observes, it embraces. Tihetre is
nothing unworthy of acceptance. The light of awaremess will
doubtless illuminate things we would prefer not to see. And
this may entail a descent into what is forbidden, repressed,
denied. We might uncover disquieting memories, irrational
childhood terrors, We might have to accept not only a poten-
tial sage hidden within but also a potential murderer, rapist,
or thief. .}

Despite the sense I might have of myself as a caring
person, I observe that I want to punch S in the face. What
usually happens to this hatred? I restrain myself from ex-
pressing it, not out of any great love for S but because of how
it would affect other people’s view of me. The attachment to
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self-image likewise inclines me to shy away from and forget
this viciousness. In one way or another I deny it. I do not
allow it into the field of awaremess. | do not embrace it.

Or I may play it out as a fantasy, either in my imagination
or on the analyst’s couch. Thiis may temporarily relieve the
symptoms of rage and-frustration, but will it make a differ-
ence when S presents me with his next barbed remark?
Probably not. Such fantasies might even reinforce the kind of
emotions they seek to assuage. As the hatred rears up again,
something in me knows immediately how to relieve it. This
becomes a habit that demands ever larger doses of anger to
enjoy relief from. I could develop a subtle taste for violence. 1
might even end up by hitting S,

But to embrace hatred does not mean to indulge it. To

embrace hatred is to accept it for what it is: a disruptive
but transient state of mind. Amanemess observes it jolt into
being, coloring consciousness and gripping the body. The
heart accelerates, the breath becomes shallow and jagged,
and an almost physical urge to react dominates the mind. At
the same time, this frenzy is set against a dark, quiet gulf of
hurt, humiliation, and shame. Awanemess notices all this
without condoning or condemning, repressing or express-
ing. It recognizes that just as hatred arises, so will it pass
away. :
By identifying with it (“I really am pigsed offi), we fuel it.
Nt that we consciously choose to do so. Tihe impulsive surge
has such an abrupt momentum that by .the time we first
notice the anger, identification has already occurred. Sud-
denly we realize that we are perspiring, the heart is beating
faster, hurtful words are choking in the throat, and our fists
are clenched, By that time there is little we can do but watch
the anger buffet and batter us. The task of awaremess is to
catch the impuise at its inception, to notice the very first hint
of resentment coloring our feelings and perceptions. But such
precision requires a focused mind.
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FocwsEm AWARENESS 15 both calm and clear. Just as

calmness is prevented By restlessness and distraction s clar-
ity 1§ undermined By boredsm and lsthargy: Brifting be-
tween these tweo Beles: we spend much sf sur time eithsr
slightly hyper or slightly deprsssed:

Restlessnsss is like a monksy swinging frem Branches and
erashing threugh fsliage: When in its gFip; We suffer 2 com-
pelling urgeney ie Be elsewhers: if T am in, T want t8 g9 out it
I am eut; | want o come in: We feel imprisoned: Even if we
manage 8 setile down physically, the mind runs amek: N
seoRer have we started medifating than were off chasing
chimeras: Instsad of eontemplating life and death, | siugsle
t8 remember the name of Led Zeppelins dsummer.

Bistraction drugs us inte fergstfulness. Bxam wheh wee
yearn o Bs fecused on something meaningtul; it erypts again:
We cannet switeh it sH-—and the more frustrated we gst, the
Werse it becames:

Instead of fighung it smbfaes it: Accspt that this is hew
things are right new: | am compulsively distracted. Aceep-
tanes might sven lead 18 undsrstanding what it is that we're
FURRIAG from. Tnstead of giving iR 18 iFFifation; gently and
patiently keep bringing the atiention Back: Fhen we may
suddenly netice that the turmeil has siopped; as theugh a
siorm has passed: Fihere might still be an eceasisnal gusk
but—for the tirme Being, at leask—if is calm:

Of courss Re sooner dees calm establish itself than the
deldrums are likely te sst in. Pistraction is replacsd by
beredem: Instsad of an excsss of energy; we feel drained. We
want te collapse somewRers, lis down; dezs; and sleep. GSur
theughts are fuzzy, unwisldy, wrapped in a mental fog: This
might be just physical exhaustion; iR Which ease 2 Rap weuld
ds the trick: But if it dessp't, then this slespiness might Be the
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dark shadow of restlessness: another strategy of evasion. It's
easy to tell: when the phone rings or lunch is announced, such
tiredness suddenly vanishes.

No amount of meditative expertise from the mystical East
will solve this problem, because such restlessness and lethargy
are not mere mental or physical lapses but reflexes of an
existential condition. Focused awaremess is difficult not be-
cause we are inept at some spiritual technology but because it
threatens our sense of who we are. The apparently un-
threatening act of settling the mind on the breath and observ-
ing what is occurring in the body and mind exposes a
contradiction between the sort of person we wish to be and
the kind of person we are. Restlessness and.lethargy are ways
of evading the discomfort of this contradiction,

. At such times, it may be futile to try to force the atiention
back to the object of meditation. Instead, we need to clarify
the resolve that underpins dharma practice. We need to
reflect on our metive, asking ourself: “Wiy [ am deing this?”
Or we may consider the certainity, of death and the uncer-
tainty of-its time, concluding with the question: “What
should I do?” Such reflections can help ground us in the very
reality thair'restlessness and lethargy are so keen to aveoid.

When centered in a clear and firm resolve, remembering
to be aware can lead to a focused awaremess that permeates
every aspect of experience. Wihat started as occasional mo-
ments of recollection "develops into moment-to-moment
mindfulness. Tis is not to say we never suffer from bouts of
excitement or lethargy, but it is possible for consciousness to
become increasingly wakeful,

Fiwm A QuieT, comfortable place. Sit still. Make sure the
back is unsupported and upright, but net tense. Check to see
if there are any points of tension in the body: the shoulders,
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the neck, around the eyes. Relax them. Take three long, slow,
deep breaths. Tthen let the breathing resume its own rhythm,
without interference, or control.

, The formal practice of mindfulness begins with a height-
ened awareness of the sensory array that is the body. Central
to this is breathing. When meditating on the breath, let go of
any picture you have of some invisible stuff being sucked in
then pumped out of the lungs. Likewisse, if you have an image
of the meditating self peering down on the breath from above
the head, let that go too. Experience the breath as the body
experiences it: a rhythm of sensations that starts with the
impact of cool indrawn air on the opening of the nostrils and
ends with a warmer current leaving that same point mo-
ments later. Only when you start paying careful attention to
the breath do you notice how complex and subtle are the
range of sensations involved. As each inhalation and exhala-
tion takes place, delve deeper into the multilayered intricacy
of this vital act. - '

When you become calm, centered, and alert to the breath,
slowly expand awareness to include, whatever other bodily
sensations are present. Focus your attention on the crown of
the head, then calmly and patiently move over every detail of
your scalp, face, and neck, through the torso and limbs, to the
tips of your toes. Again: don’t picture these things to yourself
but experience them sensually as warmth or coolness, heav‘i-

ness, tension, metien; tingling, itehing, Notice any areas
Where sensatien is absent and prebe them tee.

While sur mental picture of the bedy may be idealized
and fixed (@ version of Rew We pese t8 BHFselvEs iR A MiFFeF);
the senseus experisncs of the bedy is ene of eomplex, inter-
eonnected processss that never remain the same for a me-
ment: Nor are these processes just physieal: In eoneert they -
reflest our emetional stats of the mement: eontent, sad, buey-
ant, depressed: Specifie peints in the bedy (gut, selar plexus,
heart, threat) espesially eoneentrate knots of emetiom: Every
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mental state is also known through a corresponding physical
sensation, It is as though this body is,a tree alive with sourry-
ing feelings, rustling ideas, chattering thoughts, chirping
intuitions-

Then suddenly we are no longer in touch with these
experiences. A memory, a fantasy, a fear has snatched us
away into the dim, seductive twilight of unawaremess. We
mentally blink, and the fascinating array of sensations van-
ishes. A single moment of forgetfulness lets the surge of
impulses rush in again and sweep us away- Minutes pass
before we even notice that we are distracted. We come back
with a shock: our thoughts are.racing (although we may have
already forgotten why), our heart pumping, our forehead
sweating. We return shakily to the breath.

The practice of mindfulness entails patiently returning to
the object of meditation again and again. Once the breath has
settled, we can expand awareness once more to bodily sensa-
tions, feelings, emotions, thoughts, until the mind is calm and
clear enough to detect the very first hint of a disturbing
impulse. But it is not enough just to detect it. We need the
resolve to resist savoring the memory or fantasy for just a few
delectable moments before letting it go. For once it has you
under its sway—ewem for a moment—iit will whisk you off
again.

Mindfulness is not only introspective. Once inner calm
and clarity are present, expand your attention to the world
around you; the medley of sounds that continuously assail the
ear; the play of light, shade, and color discernible even
through closed eyelids; the wafting of smells into the nostrils;
the lingering of tastes on the palate. Wihen going about your
daily business, stop occasionally; let go of whatever worries,
fantasies, or plans are preoccupying you and imbibe the rich
sensuous immediacy of the moment: the call of a startled
blackbird slicing through the bass rumble of a truck.

To meditate is not to empty the mind and gape at things in
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a trancelike stupor. Nothing significant will ever be re-
vealed by just staring blankly at an object long and hard
enough. To meditate is to probe with intense sensitivity
each glimmer of color, each cadence of sound, each touch of
another’s hand, each fumbling word that tries to utter what
cannnot be said.

The stiller the mind, the more palpable the dazzling tor-
rent of life becomes. From the bubbling of thoughts to the
collapse of empires, this changing world moves inexorably
on, driven by conditions, diverted by. choices, stunned by
accidents, By focusing on each detail of experience with the
same scrutimy; awareness discloses how I too am part of this,
that there is nothing within it that I can rely on, nothing I can
hold on to as “me” or “mine/’

I oren THE refrigerator. The interior of the cold humming
box reveals brightly labeled jars, saucers covered with foil,
anonymous plastic bags, a perspiring can of chilled beer,
illuminated in a way that reminds me of prisons, I cast my
eye to where the milk should be but there is nhone, recalling in
that moment how I used it up yesterday afternoon for coffee
when S came around. The fridge door closes with the sound
of a faint gasp, and the bowl on which I had fixed "my
attention as S spoke flashes before me, I swivel around on my
right heel, catching as I do a blur of kitchen until my gaze
settles first on the empty hook by the dog’s leash and then on
the keys still lying on the sideboard where I tossed them
yesterday in fatigue and mild irritation. With the worn glint
of key-metal the same irritation flickeis from my selar plexus
and lodges in my throat. I cough, pretending to ryself that
this might be the first symptom of a cold, and reach for the
scarf lying over the back of a ehair, then the coat hanging for
once where it. should be, on the stand by the door. I pull the
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door, but it's locked, and a muscle in my shoulder objects. I
cross the room for the keys, almost tripping as I do but
conceiving the motion as a dance step and for a second myself
as Nureyev until my fingenrs touch the keys and I remember
the rouged face of a man denying his own death. Sadly I enter
the key into the lock, where it slips with reassuring ease, and
I pull open the door to enter yet another world.
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Confusoncoaddiitiensaatisyty st chebndii enseeororetssness,
which condwionsenmbotid dpevsaralityyhidt chabrdiiices -sen-
sory expenenes, iliibhcendditiensripapgclykibhcho odirditions
moed, which candivtiionscesauigg pihiéhcopdditmnslolipging,
which condmtions beeconrpg wblitbhcondititimns ikt daich
condiimnszginggandidesih.

—Tthe Buddha

Conflasian... . .

I AM CONFUSE®. | am confused by thie sheer irra-,
tionality, ambiguity, and abundance of things coming
into being at all. I am confused by having been born into a
world-from which I will be ejected at death. T am confused as
to who or why I am, I am confused by the labyrinth of choices

T face. 1 den't knew what te de:
Tihis confusion is Ret a state of darkmess in which T fail to
see apything: 1t i1s partial blindness rather than sightlsssness.
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By not seeing well, I misconstrue things: like entering the
pottery shed in the yard to discover a snake in one corner.-My
heart accelerates and I am frozen with fear. Only when my
eyes get used to the light do I realize it is a coil of hose.

Might a similar confusion color my experience of life as a
whole: a confusion that not only blinds me to what is happen-
ing but at the same time anxiously construes a flictional world
that seems utterly real? I have a strange sense of inhabiting a
reality in whiich I do not quite seem to fit. I suspect that I keep
getting tangled up in things not because I fail to see them but
because I imagine myself to be cpnfigured other than I am. I
think of myself as a round peg trying to fit into a round hole,
whille unaware that I have become a square peg.

Conflasvom conditions activity, witicth conditioms conscious-
ness, wihichk conditions embodied personality . . .

WHiEN Yow FIRST try to make a pot on a wheel, the clay
does not obey your fingers. You end up with a wet, muddy
mess. With practice, ,though, you become adept at handlings
clay in relation to the spin of the wheel and can create
functional and beautiful things. I likewise have become adept
at configuring myself from the spinning clay of my existence,
creating a personality, a home, friendships, children, ideas.

If only the endeavor were not disfigured by confusion and
turmoil. Frustration and bitterness grow instead of compas-
sion and understanding. I silently rage at a world that fails to
appreciate me. I want just to be left in peace, to be loved and
accepted, but for some reason people either ignore me or
dismiss me. Becoming maudlin and self-pitying only makes
things worse, but I can't help it.

So I set out on the absurd task of .reordering the world to
fit my agenda. I try to create a perfect situation, one in which
I have everything 1 want and nothing I don’t, want. 1 dream
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of a life in which all imperfections are removed. In doing so I
find myself at odds with the very presence of things.

I find myself confronted with the stubbornness of matter,
the fiickleness of mood, the ambiguity of perception, the wilful-
ness of thought and habit. As a way of controlling these I split
reality into two parts: the bit that is mine and the bit that is not.
My body stands in opposition not only to your body but to all
other matter. My feelings are the only ones that really count.
My version of events is always right. The imperative of my
craving is set against the imperative of yours.

I do not experience matter, mood, perception, and impulse
as such but as unique chaotic moments configured in unprec-
edented and unrepeatable ways. Tihis complex specificity
becomes present because I name what I experience. Do I ever
perceive a dangerous arrangement of shapes and colors? No.
Theve s a snake in the pottery shed!

Thiis is nowhere more evidemt than with an embodied
personality. And it is all summed up in a name. Whether
someone calls out my name or I see it on an envelope, it
captures me as vividly as does a mirror image or a photo-
graph. “Yes, that's me,” I think. Just as I would look across
the street and say, “Oh! Thene's S.”

When the division between myself and the rest of the
world is driven by confusion and turmoil, this sharp differen-
tiation hardens even further. My distinctivemess is frozen into
an absolute aloneness. I feel abandoned, trapped in my body.

Again, | need to stop. I may be able to start thawing this
isolation by focusing on the complexity that I am. I may be
able to ease the spasm of self-centeredness by realizing that I
am not a fixed essence but an interactive cluster of processes.

Sim sTiLL ANm come back to the breath. Center your
attention in the rhythm of sensations that make up the act of
breathing. Let the agitated mind settle, then expand your
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awareness to include the rest of the body. With calm alertness
gradually increase the field of awaremness until you encompass
the totality of your experience in this morment; what you hear,
see, smell, taste, and touch, as well as the thoughts and
emotions that arise and fade in your mind.

Notice how your senses are flooded by a ceaseless stream of
colors, shapes, sounds, smells, tastes, textures, and ideas. The
moving world flies toward this sensitive instrument from all
directions: As soon as it makes contact, it resonates inside you
with an ineffable but distinctive tone. The experience of the
world is colored with a rich range of feelings and moods
which we cannot help having. Fach experience registers
somewhere along a spectrum between ecstasy and agony. Pay
attention to this tonal quality, observing how it permeates
both body and mind—ut is singulatly difficult to pin down.

Notice also, despite its diversity and complexity, how the
world is always present in a way that makes sense. Evem,
when you hear a birdsong you don't recognize, you make
sense of it by noting to yourself: “I don’t know that one.” If
a person blind from birth were suddenly able to see, he
would not open his eyes and just behold the world of the
sighted, File would behold a bewildering array of colors and
shapes, which he then would learn to make sense of. The
world is so saturated with the meaniings given to it that
those meaniings seem to reside in the things themselves. We
habitually assume the world presented through the senses to
exist out there just as it appears. It really seems, for example,
as though these black squiggles on a white ground are
saying something about the nature of perception. As you
listen to sounds and observe sensations in the,body, consider
how what you experience is configured by your own condi-
tioning, habits, and views.

Natice too how the world is always an arena of possi-
bilities. When you are sitting, you face the possibilities of
standing, walking, or lying down. Wien you are silent, you
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face the possibility of speech. At every moment we am*
either inclining toward or engaged in an act: a physical
movement, an utterance, a thought. Even when you decide
not to act, you are still doing something: refraining. Notice
how even when the mind is giiiet it is still tensed, ready to
spring into action.

Tihe mere fact that life is always open to possibilities enables
you to have a sense of purpose and direction. Tie intentions
that arise in the privacy of your thoughts can subsequently be
realized in the world. As you sit in meditation, notice how
what you are doing is the enactment of an earlier resolve. By
attending to the details of this present moment, by choosing
not to recollect the past or plan for the future, you are
engaged in a process of ereatimg yourself in a specific and
deliberate way.

But what is this self that you create? Repeat your name or
say to yourself “T” or “me " Wihat image or feeling does this
evoke? Does the self exist in the body, the mind, or both? Or
somewhere apart.from them? If you search for it, what do
you flind?

If the self feels like a physical sensation, then probe that
sensation to find what it is. If it feels like a mood, a percep-
tion, a volition, then probe them too. Tihe closer you look, the
more, you might discover how every candidate for self dis-
solves into something else. Instead of a fixed nugget of “me,"
you find yourself experiencing a medley of sensations, moods,
perceptions, and intentions, working together like the crew
of a boat, steered by the skipper of attention.

But how easily this vision of flluctuating, interactive pro-
cesses switches back into the habitual image of an isolated
ego. How natural it seems for confusion to burst in again and
for the drudgery of an anguished existence to resume.
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. . . embodigd personality conditions sensory experience,
whietk conditions impact, whieth conditions mood.. , .

I AM LosT in preoccupation with myself, my fears, my
longings, my memories, my plans. Wiethee walking, stand-
ing, sitting, or lying down, I am trapped in the prison of my
own inner obsessions. I peer out on the world as though upon
a foreign land.

Tihe speed at which the world impacts upon my senses,
together with my habit of treating it as either an ally or a
threat, leads to confusion about the origin of my moods. If I
find a piece of music unpleasant, I tend to blame the jarring
notes for my discomfort (even while someone beside me en-
joys it). When there is no obvious reason for feeling gloomy, I
cast about for someone or something to blame and tend to
come up with a culprit (a sleepless night, S, new shoes). The
same is true with pleasure—ewvem though I know that a kiss
prolonged beyond a certain point turns into slobbery drool
and a crick in the neck.

Impact and mood trigger my habitual patterns of percep-
tion and reaction. Just as rainfall runs along the gutters and
drains designed to catch it, so my interaction with the world
tends to follow the most familiar and least resistant course.
When I see the snake in the shed, everything I have ever
known or feared about snakes configures my sense of the
world at that moment. And as I stand there frozen in terror,
possible actions flash before me: do I rush for the door? tiptoe
out slowly? scare it away? kill it?

But these seemingly irresistible feelings, perceptions, and
impulses are not the only options. For in the immediacy of
that experience lies the freedom to see more clearly. I can
stop, pay attention to the breath, feel my beating heart, and
remember to be aware. Then I may respond with care and
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intelligence to the snake’s presence. Or realize it is just a,coil
'of hose.

. . . mood conditions craviny, whicth conditions dimging,
whith conditions bdeesnoming...»

Meoeoms picTAaTE My behavior. If something makes me
feel good, I want to have it; if it makes me feel bad, I want to
get rid of it; if it leaves me indifferent, I ignore ‘it, I find
myself in a perpetual state of conflict: emotionally pulled one
way and pushed the other. Yet underpinning both atéraction
and aversion is craving: the childish and Wiepian thirst for a
situation In which I finally possess everything I desire and
have repelled everything I dislike. Deep dew® 1 insist that a
permanent, separate self Is entitled te a life remeved frem the
eontingencies and uneertainties of existenee.

And ] invest my icons of craving with absolute fiinality.
Be they sex, fame, or wealth, they shine before me with an
intoxicating allure unsullied by the ambiguities of lived
experience. | do not consider their implications. Diapers and
tantrums figure as little in my fantasies of sexual conquest as
do journalists and taxes in my daydreams of fame and
wealth.

Such craving is crystallized from the spinning turmoil of
confusion. In my metaphorical blindness, I reach out desper-
ately for something to cling to. I yearn for anything that
might assuage the sense of loss, anguish, isolation, aimless-
ness, But craving is distorted and disturbed by the very
confusion it seeks to dispel. It exaggerates the desirability of
what it longs to possess,and the hatefulness of what it wants
to be rid of. Bewitched by its own projections, it elevates its
goals into matters of supreme significance. Under the spell of
craving, my whole life hinges on the acquisition or banish-
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merit .of something. “If only ...” becomes the mantra of
unconsummated desire.

A world of contingency and change can offer only sim-
ulacra of perfection. When driven by craving, I am convinced
that if only I were to achieve this goal, all would be well.
While creating the illusion of a purposeful life, craving is
really the loss of direction. It is a process of compulsive
becoming. It spins me around in circles, covering the same
ground again and again. Each time I think I have found a
situation that solves all my problems, it suddenly turns out to
be a reconfiguration of the very situation I thought I was
escaping from. My sense .of having found a new lease on life
turns out to be merely a repetition of the past. I realize I am
running on the spot, frantically going nowhere.

. ... becomiingg conditions birth, whiatk conditions aging
and death.

LikE sEcomEs A succession of minibirths and minideaths.
When I achieve what I want, I feel reborn. But no sooner
have I settled into this feeling than the old anxieties resur-
face. The new possession swiftly ages as it is diminished by
the allure of something more desirable that I do not have.
What seemed perfect is abruptly compromised by alarming
glimjpses of its imperfections. Instead of solving my problems,
this new situation replaces them with others I had never
suspected. Yet rather than accepting this as the nature of
living in an unreliable world, rather than learning to be
content with success and joy and not to be overwhelmed by
failure and pain, rather than appreciating life’s poignant,
tragic, and sad beauty, I grit my teeth and struggle on
in thrall to that quiet, seductive veiee that whispess: “If
only ...”

74



EMPTINE

Unbann cenppiivassadidsrigb gif vt berexreraf datigeing and-non-
being, Thus it is both the center itself and the centra) path.
Ermptiness iis:Haertna\ con so/idh tiiveceenmierd ppexsom:onases.

—TRongkthapa

iIck WP A ballpoint pen. Take off the cap and ask: “Is
this still a ballpoint pen?” Yes, of course—allbeit one
without a cap. Unscrew the top part of the casing, remove

the ik refill: and screw the tap on again: 15 that 2 Ballpsint
pers Well, yes: just about: Is the refll 2 ballpsint pens N
its just the reMr—But at least it can fHAGHSRA a8 a Beh
unlike the smpty casing: Take the twe halves of the casing
apart Is either of them a Ballpsint pens Nig: dsfinitsly nst:
Ng way: . A
What happsns 18 the thing as you dismants it When ds
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the componenmts cease (or start) to become a pen? When does
the banana you are eating stop being a banana? Wihen does the
lump of clay on the wheel start being a pot? Nlames and con-
cepts suggest there are objects in the world every bit as definite
as themselves. Pens, bananas, and pots are self-evident, in-
stantly recognizable things. But subject them to a little scru-
tiny, and that certainty iiegins to waver. Things are not as
clear-cut as they seem. They are neither circumseribed nor
separated from each other by lines. Limes are drawn in the
mind. There are no lines in nature.

Sit on a chair, close your eyes, and listen attentively to the
rain falling outside, Where does the sound of the rain stop
and your hearing of it begin? Wihere, for that matter, does
your bottom end and the seat of the chair begin? While
conceptually the sound of rain is as different from my hear-
ing as my bottom is from the chair, expetientially it is impos-
sible to distinguish between them. Rainfall blurs into
hearing; bottom blues into chair.

Consider the bulb of a daffodil buried in the ground .all
winter. As the Weather gets warmer, it begins to sprout. If it
rains sufficiently, there is no frost, and no one treads on it, one
morning you will exclaim: “Look! The daffodils are out.”
But did the sprout suddenly cease to be a sprout and in its
place a daffodil appear? Tihe same problem: while a sprout is
no more a daffodil than a daffodil is a sprout, somehow the
sprout becomes a daffodil. The dividing line between sprout
and daffodil is a convenient conceptual and linguistic distinc-
tion that cannot be found in nature.

In this sense; ballpoint pens, bananas, pots, rainfall, hear-
ing, chairs, bottoms, sprouts, and daffodils have no beginning
and no end. They neither start nor do they stop. They neither
are born nor do they die. They emerge from a matrix of
conditions and in turn become part of another matrix of
conditions from which something else emerges.
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Iw EVERYDAW EXPERIENCHE, one thing leads to the next. |
become irritated by something S said to me and end up
wanting to‘hit him. I imagine I see a snake in the pottery shed
and freeze in terror. Everything that happens emerges out of
what preceded it Everything we do now becomes a condition
for what is possible later.

We may speak of conditions and consequences as though
they were things, but if we look more closely they turn out to
be processes with no independent reality. The harshmness of a
barbed remark that haunts us for days is no more than a brief
instance isolated from a torrent of events. Yet it stands out in
the mind’s eye as something intrinsically real and apart This
habit of-isolating things leads us to inhabit a world in which
the gaps between them become absolute. The snake, in the
shed is really there, as sharply differentiated from the fright-
ened person who beholds it as from the shards of discarded
pottery on which it is coiled.

Clutching at ourselves and the world in this way is a
precondition for anguish. By regarding things as absolutely
separate and as desirable or fearful in themselves, we set
ourselves the task of possessing something we can never
have or of eradicating something that was never there in the
first place. Nioticing how things emerge from and fade back
into an unbroken flow of conditions begins to free us a little.
We recognize how things are relatively, not absolutely, de-
sirable or fearful. They interconnect and interact, each con-
tingent on the others, no one of them intrinsically separate
from the rest.

Whatever emerges in this way is devoid of an intrinsic
identity; in other words, things are empty. Tihey are not as
opaque and solid as they seem; they are transparent and filuid,
They are not as singular and straightforward as they seem:
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they are complex and ambiguous. Tihey are not only defined
by philosophy, science, and religion: they are evoked through
the play of allusions, paradoxes, and jokes. They cannot be
pinned down with certainty: they trigger perplexity, amaze-
ment, and doubt.

Tinge saME 15 true for each one of us. Just as a potter forms a
pot on the wheel, so I configure my personality from the
spinning clay of my existence. The pot does not exist in its
own right: it emerges from the interactions of the potter, the
wheel, the clay, its shape, its function (each of which in turn
emerges from the interactions of its causes and components
ad infinitum). Tiere is no essential pot to which its attributes
adhere—jjust as there is no essential daffodil to which stalk,
leaves, petals, and stamen adhere. Pots and daffodils are
configurations of causes, conditions, parts, functions, lan-
guage, images. They are devoid of an identity stamped like a
serial number in the core of their being.

And so is each of us. As a human being I am more complex
than a pot or a daffodil, but I have also emerged from causes
and am composed of diverse, changing features and traits.
There is no essential me that exists apart from this unique
configuration of biological and cultural processes, Even if
intellectually 1 sgree writtl ttiiks, incwitivelly it ey oot e Hoow 11
feel about myself. In any event, dharma practice is concerned
not with proving or disproving theories of self but with
understanding and easing the grip of self-centeredness that
constricts body, feelings, and emotions into a tight nugget of
anguish. ,

Imagine you are at a crowded exhibition of Ming porce-
lain. A voice calls out: “Hey!! Thief! Stop!"” Everyone in the
room turns to look at you. Although you haven't stolen
anything, the glare of accusation and disapproval provokes
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intense self-consciousness. You stand as exposed as though
you were naked. You—an rather the tight nugget of an-
guish—iints out: “it wasn’t me! Fdemast”

It is as though this self—w¥hich is a mere configuration of
past and present contingencies—ihas been fired in the kiln of
anxiety to emerge as something fixed. Fixed but also brittle.
The more precious it becomes to me, the more I must guard
it against attack. The circumstamces in which I feel at ease
become ever narrower and more circumscribed.

S EELLFP--COODNNS0 KDUUSSNNERSSS 13, AT once the most obvious and
central fact of my life and the most elusive. If I search for my
self in meditation, I find it is like trying to catch my own
shadow. I reach for it, but there’s nothing there. Then it
reappears elsewhere. I glimpse it from the corner of my
mind’s eye, turn to face it, and it's gone. Fach time I think
I've pinned it down, it turns out to be something else: a bodily
sensation, a mood, a perception, an impulse, or simply aware-
ness itself.

[ cannot fiind the self by pointing my fiinger at any physical
or mental trait and saying: “Yes, that's me.” For such traits
come and go, whereas the sense of “I” remains constant. But
neither can I put my finger on something other than these
traits that—howewer ephemeral and contingent they may
be—nanettielkss define me.

The self may not be something, but neither is it nothing. It
is simply ungraspable, unfindable. | am who I am not because
of an essential self hidden away in the core of my being but
because of the unprecedented and untepeatable matrix of
conditions that have formed me. The mote I delve into this
mystery of who [ am (or what anything is), the more I just
keep going. There is no end to it, only an infinite trajectory
that avoids falling into the extremes of being and nonbeing.
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This trajectory is not only the center, which is free from this
duality, but the central path itself.

3

“ElermiveEss,*’ saip THE Tibetan philosopher Tsong-
khapa, in 139%, “is the track on which the centered person
moves.” The word he uses for track is shul. This term is
defined as “an impression”: a mark that.remaiins after that
which made it has passed by—a footprint, for example. In
other contexts, shul is used to describe the scarred hollow
in the ground where a house once stood, the channel worn
through rock where a river runs in flood, the indentation in
the grass where an animal slept last night. All these are shul:
the impression of something that used to be there.

A path is a shul because it is an impression in the ground
left by the regular tread of feet, which has kept it clear of
obstructions and maintained it for the use of others. As a shul,
emptiness can be compared to the impression of something
that used to be there. In this case, such an impression is
formed by the indentations, hollows, marks, and scars left by
the turbulence of selfish craving. When the turmoil subsides,
we experience tranquillity, relief, and freedom.

To know emptiness is not just to understand the concept.
It is more like stumbling into a clearing in the forest, where
suddenly you can move freely and see clearly. To experience
emptiness is to experience the sdhocking absence of what
normally deterpniines the sense of who you are and the kind of
reality you inhabit. It may last only a moment before the
habits of a lifetime reassert themselves and close in once
more. But for that moment, we witness ourselves and the
world as open and vulnerable.

Thiis calm, free, open, and sensitive space is the very center
of dharma practice. It is immediate, imminent, and dynamic.
It is a path, a track. It grants an intimation of the invisible
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point to which the lines of our life converge. It allows unob-
structed movement. And it assures us that we are not alone: it
implies indebtedness to those who have trodden this path
before and responsibility to those who will follow.

“eERmerrniwEs st 1s A confusing term. Alithough used as an
abstract noun, it does not in any way denote an abstract thing
or state. It is not something we “realize” in a moment of
mystical insight that “breaks through” to a transcendent
reality concealed behind yet mysteriously underpinning the
empirical world. Nor do things “arise” from emptimess and
“dissolve” back into it as though it were some kind of form-
less, cosmic stuff. Tihese are just some of the ways emptiness
has been appropriated as a metaphor of metaphysical and
religious consolation.

“Emmytiiness” is a starkly unappetizing term used to under-
cut yearnings for such consolation. Yet ironically it has been
called into the service of such longings. Shumyataz (emptiness)
is rendered into English as “the Void” by translators who
overlook the fact that the term is neither, prefixed by a
definite article (*the™) nor exalted with'a capital letter, both
of which are absent in classical Asian languages. From here it
is only a hop, skip, and a jtimp to equating emptiness with
such metaphysical notions as “the Absolute,” “the Tiwtth,” or
even “God.” The notion of emptiness falls prey to the very

habit of mind it was intended to undermine.
\

Enveerriinvesssss 15 As devoid of intrinsic being as a pot, a
banana, or a daffodil. Amd if there were no pots, bananas, or
daffodils, there would be no emptiness either. Emptiness
does not deny that such things exist; it merely describes how
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they are devoid of an intrinsic, separate being. Emyptimess is
not apart from the world of everyday experience; it only
makes sense in the context of making pots, eating bananas,
and growing daffodils. A life centered in awaremess of empti-
ness is simply an approptiate way of being in this changing,
shocking, painful, joyous, frustrating, awesome, stubborn,
and ambiguous reality. Exmptiiness is the central path that
leads not beyond this reality but right into its heart. It is the
track on which the centered person moves.

And we too are impressions left by something that used to
be here. We have been created, molded, formed by a bewil-
dering matrix of contingencies that have preceded us: From
the patterning of the DNA derived from our parents to the
firimg of the hundred billion neurons in our brains to the
cultural and historical conditioning of the twentieth century
to the education and upbringing given us to all the experi-
ences we have ever had and choices we have ever made: these
have conspired to configure the unique trajectory that culmi-
nates in this present moment. What is here now is the unre-
peatable imptession left by all of this, which we call “me.”
Yet so vivid and startling is this image that we confuse what
is a mere impression for something that exists independently
of what formed it.

So what are we but the story we keep repeating, editing,
censoring, and embellishing in our heads? The self is not
like the hero of a B-movie, who remains unaffected by the
storms of passion and intrigue that swirl around him from
the opening credits to the end. The self is more akin to the
complex and ambiguous characters who emerge, develop,
and suffer across the pages of a novel. There is nothing
.thinglike about me at all. ] am more like an unfolding
narrative.

As we become aware of all this; we can begin to assume
greater responsibility for the course of our lives. Instead of
clinging to habitual behavior and routines as a means to

82



BUDDHISNM WITH@WITT BELIEFS

secure this sense of self, we realize the freedom to create who
we are. Instead of being bewitched by impressions, we start to
create them. Instead of taking ourselves so seriously, we
discover the playful irony of a story that has never been told
in quite this way before.
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Ewen when I do things for :Heesadkepbotbers
No senseoflanazeraentorenaieit Arises.

11 is just dike feeding moyséif,
¥ hope for wathingiyeakin.

—Shantideva

]MAGINEF. THREE PEOPLE sitting in front of you: a
friend, an enemy, and a stranger. (Don’t worry about the
details, just feel their presence as though they were there but
your eyes were shut.) Settle the mind on the breath, then
consider each person in turn, noticing how the image you
have of them provokes a certain mood. Just as the friend
makes you feel relaxed and secure, the enemy (or someone
like S) makes you uncomfortable and nervous, while the
stranger (the woman at the supermarket checkout) evokes
only courteous disinterest.
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What is it about them that makes you feel this way? A
single incident, perhaps—something they said or did to you,
the way they looked at you once—lbevomes a defining mo-
ment in which you freeze an image of them like a smapshot.
With those you know well, this image is continuously edited
and updated; with those you merely admire or disdain from a
distance or with those who mean nothing to you, a brief
encounter can confine them forever in an image that only
becomes more intransigent with time. In each case, your
impression of the other person is based upon how they have
made you feel: you like those who make you feel good, dislike
those who don't, and care little for anyone else.

Stay for a while with these images and their corresponding
feelings, Natiice how the way you perceive people reinforces
your feelings about them, and how the way you feel about
them reinforces your perceptions of them. The image we
have of another becomes a confused mix of objective facts
(long nose, wears glasses, balding) and our own ideas about
him (arrogant, stupid, doesn’t like me anymore). So as well as
being someone in his own right, the person is cast as an actor
in our own private psychodrama. It becomes increasingly
hard to disentangle him from the emotionally charged image
formed by our own desires and fears.

To escape this trap is not to pretend to feel otherwiise but

to start looking at things differently. We are free to chesse
hew to peresive the werld. Upen reflection, we may dis-
ecover that ne matter hew strongly we feel abeut a persen,
that feeling is eften based entirely on an image we have
formed of him. Such is the nature ef prejudics: beeause of a
person’s skin coler, nationality, religion, ete., we imme:
diately feel a certain way about him. This kind of medita-
tion directly challenges the fixed images we have of others,
By suspending our judgments, we are able to look at the
person from a fresh perspective.

Start with the friend. Imagine her as a newborn baby,
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covered in blood. Slowly follow her as she grows from a
toddler to a child to an adolescent to a young adult to
the moment you first met her. Tty to picture what her hopes
and longings were before she even suspected your existence.
Think of her now as someone who values her own ideas and
feelings in the same inscrutable way you hold on to yours.
Then look into the future and watch her age, fall ill, grow
old, and die.

Twrn to the enemy and stranger and do the same, until
three human beings sit before you: equal in birth and equal in
death.

Does this perspective affect the way you feel about each
person? Are you able, even for a moment, to witness these
people in all their autonomy, mystery, majesty, tragedy? Can
you see them as ends in their own right rather than means to
your ends? Can you notice the restrictive and selective nature
of the image you have formed of them? Can you let go of the
craving to embrace the friend and banish the enemy? Can
you love the stranger?

I 1 Trew and bang my knee on the sidewalk, my hand
instinctively reaches out to soothe the pain. I sit down
and tenderly massage it. I inspect the damage, then get up
and walk home to treat it, being careful not to exacerbate the
injury by putting too much weight on that leg. Yet only the
knee is in pain. The hand has not been hurt, nor has the eye
that studies the grazed, bruised skin, nor the other leg, which
assumes the burden of the weakened knee.

When my friend appears at the door and greets me with a
smile and a hug, I know she is in distress just by the filicker of
her eyelids and the catch in hertvoice as she says “Hli!” In that

mement her anguish pieress me and | sense it is becauss of
something S has said or dene to her: | beceme an intimate
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participant in her anguish as she recounts what happened.
Yet I.did not suffer the pain he caused her.

At such times compassion is natural and unhesitating: |
respond to the suffering of my friend just as my hand or eye
responds to my throbbing knee. But when | come across a
down-and-out huddled in an alley, | may feel only a twinge
of embarrassment or pity before tossing him a coin and
hurrying on my way. Or if | am told that § has suffered a
setback I may be secretly glad even as I hear myself saying
how sorry I feel for the guy. -

My compassion readily extends to those on one side of the
invisible barrier that segregates me from the rest of the
world. My knee, my friends, my family, my commanity, my
colleagues—all belong to the domain of “me” and “mine.”
Tihe bonds that unite us, be they common parents or an
arbitrary preference for the same football team, are exagger-
ated by desire for belonging and fear of rejection. This in
turn leads to a hardening perception of “us” and “them.” In
erecting this invisible barrier, perception again determines
my mood: I feel good about “us,” bad or indifferent toward
“them.”

But it is not always like this. There are times when the
barrier is lifted. I find myself moved by the plight of those
I do not know and probably never will: the hungry child,
the abandoned dog, the streams of refugees. Or my world is
suddenly transfigured by the smile of an old woman on a
park, bench. And when I finally run into S and he tells me
how scared he'stheen of telling anyone he's HIV positive, all
the resentment vanishes and his grief and terror become
mine too.

For as long as these fragile moments last, I inhabit a world
where all living things are united by their yearning to survive
and be unharmed. I recognize the anguish of others not as
theirs but as ours. It is as though the whole of life has been
revealed as a single organism: reaching out to someone in
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pain is as natural and unself-conscious as my hand’s reaching
out to my injured knee.

Wihile in the grip of self-centeredness, compassion remains
restricted to those we feel to be on our side. Tthe strength of
this hold cannot be underestimated. It is like a spasm that
seizes body, emotions, and soull Yet so familiar is it that we
either fail to notice it or regard it as “normal.” When its grasp
is loosened through the look in an old woman’s eyes, the
world is transfigured, and we know what it means for the
heart to open. Even the momentary experience of a nonself-
centered perspective on life is accompanied by affective ex-
pansion, exhilaration, and warmth—as though the spasm
has let go.

Dharma practice is the cultivation of a way of life in which
such moments are not just left to chance. Howewer much we
may treasure and value, these moments, we soon find our-
selves swept along again on the tides of unreflective self-
absorption. But there is another choice: we can continually
question the assumption of a fixed, immutable nugget of self
at the core of experience. And we can persistently challenge
the validity of the emotionally charged images by which we
define others. Through both disciplined meditation and on-
going reflective inquiry, we can loosen the grip in which
habitual perceptions of self and others hold us.

]

INSIGHT INT® EMPTINESS and compassion for the world
are two sides of the same coin. To experience ourselves and
the world as interactive processes rather than aggregates of
discrete things undermimes both habitual ways of perceiving
the world as well as habitual feelings about it. Meditative
discipline is vital to dharma practice precisely because it leads
us beyond the realm of ideas to that of felt-experience. Un-
derstanding the philosophy of emptiness is not enough. The
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ideas need to be translated through meditation into the word-
less language of feeling in order to loosen those emotional
knots that keep us locked in a spasm of self-preoccupation.

As we are released into the opening left by the absence of
self-centered craving, we experience the vulnerability of ex-
posure to the anguish and suffering of the world. The track
on which we find ourselves in moments of centered experi-
ence includes both clarity of mind and warmth of heart. Just
as a lamp simultaneously generates light and heat, so the
central path is illuminated by wisdom and nurtured by com-
passion.

The selfless vulnerability of compassion requires the vig-
ilant protection of mindful awaremess. It.is not enough to
want to feel this way toward others. We need to be alert at all
times to the invasion of thoughts and emations that threaten
to break in and steal this open and caring resolve. A compas-
sionate heart still feels anger, greed, jealousy, and other such
emotions. But it accepts them for what they are- with equear
nimity, and cultivates the strength of mind to let them arise
and pass without identifying with or acting upon them.

Cormpession, is not devoid of discernment and courage.
Just as we need the courage to respond to the anguish of
others, so we need the discernment to know our limitations
and the ability to say “may”’ A compassionate life is one in
whiich our resources are used to optimum effect. Just as we
need to know when and how to give ourselves fully to a task,
so we need to know when and how to stop and rest.

THE GREATEST THREAT to compassion is the temptation
to succumb to fantasies of moral superiority. Extiilarated by
the outpouring of selfless altruism toward others, we may
come to believe that we are their savior. We find ourself
humbly assuming the identity of one who has been singled
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out by destiny to heal the sorrows of the world and show the
way to reconciliation, peace, and Enlightemment. Our words
of advice to those in distress imperceptibly change into exhor-
tations to humanity. Our suggestions of a course of action for
a friend are converted into a moral crusade.

When subverted in this way, compassion exposes us to the
danger of messianic and narcissistic inflation. Exaggerated
rejection of self-centeredness can detach us from the sanity
of ironic self-regard. Once inflation has taken haolltl—
particularly when endorsed by supporters and admirers-—it
becomes.notortiously difficult to see through it.

Cowrassiaow 15 THE very heart and soul of awakening.
While meditation and reflection can make us more receptive
to it, it cannot be contrived or manufactured. Wien it erupts
within us, it feels as though we have stumbled across it by
chance. And it can vanish just as suddenly as it appeared. It is
glimpsed in those moments when the barrier of self is lifted
and individual existence is surrendered to the well-being of
existence as a whole. It becomes abundamtly clear that we
cannot attain awakening for ourselves: we can only partici-
pate in the awakeniing of life.
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The way of the Badidhia is to know yourself;
To know yourself is to fovget yourself;
To fargett yourself is to be awakened by all things.
—Dogen
Genjo Koan
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Therefore we know thes, unawakered, even a Buddha is a
seniierrt Hodingg grahdithatevensaseptichebging /if heawakvak-
ened in an instantgirtbagghts is Bddbha,

—HHiwi- Neng

WHIEN A MAN is released from a prison, he recovers

his freedom. Tie moment he steps outside the gate,

he is freed from his sentence, the wardens, the walls, bars,

and locks of his celll The world lies open before him; he is

free to realize the possibilities it now offers. And he is free for

others: available for relationships, available for whatever de-
mands and challenges others present him.

Freedom is never absolute; it is always relative to some-

thing else: freedomffasm constraints, freedom to act, freedom
farr others. Tihe former prisoner is still constrained by the laws
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of society, the resources available to.him, the limits of his
culture, knowledge, and skills, and ultimately the state of his
body and the laws of nature.

Similarly, the freedom of awakening is a relative freedom
ffaom the constraimts of self-centered confusion and twrmoil,
ffeom the craving for a fixed identity, ffeom the compulsion to
contrive a perfect situation, ffiam identification with precon-
ceived opinions, andjfrom the anguish that originates in such
attachments. The Buddha himself was still constrained by .
the worldview'af his time; his own language, knowledge, and
skills; his awaremess of what his society would tolerate; the
availability of resources and technologies; the geographical
and political barriers that restricted him to a limited area of
northern India; his physical body, and the laws of nature.

Yet the world lay open to him in an unprecedented way.
He was free to creatively realize its possibilities unhindered
by the cravings that had previously determined his choices,
free to imagine an appropiiate response to the anguish of
others, free to cultivate an authentic path that embraced all

aspests of human life, free to form a community of frisnd-
ships, and free to ereate a culture of awakening that weuld
survive leng after his death.

And he was freesr others. He altruistically suirendered
his persenal weli-bsing for their saks. He mads himself
available fer whatsver demands and ehallengss ethers pre-
sented him.

Thiz FREED®MW OF awakening is grounded in the cessation
of craving. Such freedom is possible because the changing,
contingent, ambiguous, and creative character of reality is
by its very natwre free.

We are are own jailers. We keep ourselves unfree'by
clinging, out of confusion and fear, to a self that exists inde-
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pendently of all conditions. Instead of accepting and under-
standing things as they are, we seek independence from
them in the fiction of an isolated selfhood. Ironically, this
alienated self-centeredmness is then confused with individual
freedom. Tihe aim of dharma practice is to free ourselves
from this illusion of freedom. Ttis is achieved by under-
standing the anguish that accompanies such delusive inde-
pendence, and letting go of the confusion and craving that
hold it in place.

- Cultivation of the path begins with an authentic vision of
the changing, contingent, and creative character of ourself
and the world. While initially the experience of reality's
intrinsic freedom may be momentary and sporadic, dharma
practice embraces a way of life that values this experience as
normative* rather than exceptional. Alithough we still may
be overwhelmed by the turbulent patterms of habit, our
commitment to this vision of freedom remains unwavering.
To undermine the fixated, frozen view of things that traps
us in cycles of craving and anguish, we need to cultivate
aw@g&m@ss f\)f the freedom present in each moment of ex-
penience.

As LonN& AS you are unmindful of the breath, it carries on
in its own way. But as soon as you start paying attention to it,
you tend to constrain it. Even if you tell yourself: “Just
observe it as it is,” the very act of self-conscious observation
makes it stilted and controlled. You mighit have the sense that
“I am breathing” rather tham, “it breathes.”

Tiry this: at the end of the next out-breath, just wait for the
following in-breath to occur—as though you were a cat
waiting for a mouse to emerge from its hole. You know that
the next in-breath will come, but you have no idea precisely
when. So while your attention remains as alert and poised in
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the present as that of a cat's, it is free from any intention to
control what will happen next. Without expectation, just
wait. Then suddenly it happens and you catch “it” breathing.
It is strangely exhilarating (even unnerving) to be aware of
the breath in this way. As a fociis for mindfulness, the breath
is the one bodily function that can be both autonomous and
volitional (unlike, for example, the heartbeat). While the
breath may initially serve as an object of concentration, by
letting go of any urge to control it we can witness in its
rhythmic motions the intrinsic freedom of reality itself,
Breathing is the movement of life, the vital process that
connects the body with its environment. The more we open
and deepen awaremess of the breath and the body, the more
we understand the intrinsic dynamism of our entire experi-
ence. Nothing stands still for a moment. Breath, heartbeat,
body,, feelings, thoughts, environment are facets of an indi-
visible, interactive system, no part of which can really be
claimed as *me” 0r "mine.
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As MINDFWI. AWAREWESS becomes stiller and clearer,
experience becomes hot only more vivid but simultaneously
more baffling. Tihe more deeply we know something in this
way, the more deeply we don't know it. As we attentively
listen to the rain or look at a chair, these familiar things
become not only more apparent but also more puzzling. As
we sit there aware of the breath, it is on the one hand
ordinary and obvious, but on the other a mystery that we
breathe at all. Attending to this dimension of experience
where descriptions and explanations fail challenges assump-
tions about how we know. Expefience cannot be accounted
for by simply confining it to a conceptual category. Its ulti-
mate ambiguwity is that it is simultaneously knowable and
unknowable. Nlo matter how well we may know something,
to witness its intrinsic-freedom impels the humble admission:
"I dons reallyy Haow sit"

Such unknowiing is not the end of the track: the point
beyond whiich thinking can proceed no further. This un-
knowing is the basis of deep agnosticism. Wihen belief and
opinion are suspended, the mind has nowhere to rest. We are
free to begin a radically other kind of questioning.

This questioning is present within unknowing itself. As
soon as awaremess finds itself baffled and puzzled by rain-
fall, a chair, the breath, they present themselves as, ques-
tions. Habitwal assumptions and descrijptions suddenly fail
and we hear our stammering voices cry out: “Wihat is thiis?"
Or simply: “Wihat?"” or “Why?"” Or perhaps no words at all,
just —r

The sheer presence of things is startling. They provoke
awe, wonder, incomprehension, shock. Not just the mind
but the entire organism feels perplexed. This can be unset-
tling. Awanemess now can be derailed easily by flashes of
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speculative thought, spontaneous bursts of poetry, which, no
matter how inspired and-original, cast us back into the
categorized and familiar world.

Tihe task of dharma practice is to sustain this perplexity
within the context of calm, clear, and centered awareness.
Such perplexity is neither frustrated nor merely curious
about a specific detail of experience. It is an intense, focused
questioning into the totality of what is unfolding at any given
momenit. It is the engine that drives awareness into the heart
of what is unknown.

The questioning that emerges from unknowing differs
from conventional inquiry in that it has no interest in finding
an answer. Tihiis questioning starts at the point where de-
scriptions and explanations end. It has already fet go of the
constraints and limitations of conceptual categories. It recog-
nizes that mysteries are not solved as though they were prob-
lems and then forgotten. The deeper we penetrate a mystery,
the more mysterious it becomes.

Thiss perplexed questioning is the central path itself. In
refusing to be dirawn into the answers of “yes” and “no,” “it is
this,” and “it is not that,” it lets go of the extremes of
affirmation and negation, something and nothing. Like life
itself, it just keeps going, free from the need to hold to any
fixed positions—including those of Buddhism. It prevents
the quality of awaremess from becoming a passive, routinized
stance, which may accord with a belief system but renders
experience numb and opaque. Perplexity keeps awaremess on
its toes. It reveals experience as transparent, radiant, and
unimpeded. Questioning is the track on which the centered
person maves.

Fired with intensity, but free from turbulence and the
compulsion for answers, questioning is content just to let
things be. There is not even a hidden agenda at work behind
the. scenes. Exgpratations of goals and rewards (such as En-
lightenment) are recognized for what they are; last-ditch
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attempts by the ghostly self to subvert the process to its own
ends. The more we become conscious of the mysterious
unfolding of life, the clearer it becomes that its purpese is not
to fulfill the expectations of our ego. We can put into words
only the question it poses. And then let go, listen, and wait.

REALITY 1S INTRINSICALLLY free because it is changing,
uncertain, contingent, and empty. It is a dynamic play of
relationships. Awakemning to this reveals our own intrinsic
freedom, for we too are by nature a dynamic play of relation-
ships. An authentic vision of this freedom is the ground of
individual freedom and creative autonomy. Tthiis experience,
however, is something we recover at specific moments in
time. As long as we are locked into the assumption that self
and things are unchanging, unambiguwous, absolute, opaque,
and solid, we will remain correspondingfy confined, alien-
ated, numbed, frustrated, and unfree.

Yet in practice, life cannot be so neatly split into the dual-

A6

ities of “free and “unfree,” “awakened” and “unawakened.”

Whille such categories are clear-cut, life is ambiguous. Free-
dom can be both recovered and lost again.

, Awakening is the recovery of that awesome freedom into
which we were born but for which we have substituted the
pseudo-independemee of a separate self. No matter how
:much it frightens us, no matter how much we resist it, such
freedom is right at hand. It may break into our lives at any
time, whether we seek it or not, enabling us to glimpse a
reality that is simultaneously more familiar and more elusive
than anything we have ever known, in which we find our-
selves both profoundly alone and profoundly connected to
everything. Yet the force of habit is such that suddenly it is
lost again and we are back to unambiguous normality.

Through counteracting” this force of habit, dharma
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practice has two objectives: to let go of self-centered craving
so that our lives become gradually more awake; and to be
receptive to the sudden eruption of awakening into our lives
at any moment. Awakeniing is both a linear process of free-
dom that is cultivated over time and an ever present possi-
bility of freedom. Tihe central path is both a track with a
beginning and an end and the formless potentiality at the very
center of experience.
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[A] talent for spedkigydiftetentiy, watizer taan tor saggipg
well, is the chief instrumentoptadlivwdkéhapge.
—MRicthard Rorty

| II ~@ pwews. 1w unknowing perplexity before the
breath, the rain, a chair is much the same as dwelling

in unknowing perplexity before an unformed lump of clay, a
blank sheet of paper, an empty computer screen. In both cases
we find ourselves hovering on the cusp between nothing and
something, formlessness and form, inactivity and activity.
We are poised in a still, vital alertness on the threshold of
creation, waiting for something to emerge (the next in-breath
or the first tentative shaping of the clay) that has never
happened in quite that way before and will never happen in
quite that way again.
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And in both cases we tremble on that fine line between
exhilaration and dread. A meditator can be simultaneously
enraptured by the intrinsic freedom of reality and unnerved
by the symmetry-breaking cascade of experience about to
burst forth in the next moment. Potters or writers can be
enthralled by the endless creative possibilities of each mo-
ment but paralyzed by their hesitation to realize even one of
them. Just as the meditator flees to the safety of a consoling
memory or fantasy, so the artist races out to get another cup
of coffee.

We could decide simply to remain absorbed in the myste-
rious, unformedl; free-play of reality. This would be the
choice of the mystic who seeks to extinguish himself in God
or Niirvana—earedbogows perhaps to the tendency among art-
ists to obliterate themselves with alcohol or opiates. But if we
value our participation in a shared reality in which it makes
sense to make sense, then such self-abnegation would deny a
central element of our humanity; the need to speak and act, to
share oiir experience with others.

Fresemoow ENTANLS RESPONSIBILITY.. Freedom from
self-centered craving is freedom to creatively realize the pos-
sibilities of the world ffr others. When understanding and
compassion are two sides of the same coin, an authentic vision
of the empty and contingent nature of things spontaneously
seeks to reflect itself in concrete and vivid forms of life. Eace
to face with the world, we struggle to find concepts, images,’
ideas through which to express the awesome inexpressibility
of reality in authentic speech and acts. Thiis unformed vision
strives for form through imagination.

As an experience of freedom, awakening does not pro-
vide us with a set of ready-made ideas or images—llet alone
philosophical or religious doctrines. By its very nature it is
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free from the constraints of preconceived ideas, images, and
doctrines. It offers no answers, only the possibility of new
beginnings. In expressing it we no more translate concealed
esoteric knowledge into wise utterances than a writer trans-
poses fully formed sentences hidden in his mind onto paper.

Ideas and words emerge through the very process of ex-
pressing them to an actual or implied audience. They might
come as a surprise, a shock—ewen to the person who articu-
lates them. They do not arrive fully formed any more than a
daffodil arrives fully formed from a sprouting bulb. They
arise from an unrepeatable matrix of contingencies: the au-
thenticity of our own vision and compassion in that moment,
the needs of others in a particular time and place, our skill in
using available technical and cultural resourees.

Driara PRACTICE 15 more akin to artistic creation than
technical problem solving. The technical dimension of dharma
practice (such as training to be more mindful and focused) is
comparable to the technical skills a potter must learn in order
to become proficient in his craft. Both may require many
years of discipline and*hard work. Yet for both such expertise
is only a means, not an end in itself. Just as technical profi-
ciency in pottery is no guarantee of beautiful pots, so techni-
cal proficiency in meditation is no guarantee of a wise, or
compassionate response to anguish.

The art of dharma practice requires commitment, techni-
cal accomplishment, and imagination. As with all arts, we
will fail to realize its full potential if any of these three is
lacking. The raw material of dharma practice is ourself and
our world, which are to be understood and transformed
according to the vision and values of the dharma itself. Tthiis is
not a process of self- or world-tramscendemce, but one of self-
and wudddwreation.
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Tihe denial of “seliff’ challenges only the notion of a static
self independent of body and mind—mwk the ordinary sense
of ourself as a person distinct from everyone else. Ttis notion
of a static self is the primary obstruction to the realization of
our unique potential as an individual being. By dissolving
this fiction through a centered vision of the transiency, ambi-
guity, and contingency of experience, we are freed to create
ourself anew. The notion of the world as an alien reality
composed of stubborn, discrete things is likewise the primary
obstruction to world-creation. In dissolving this view through
a vision of the world as a dynamic and interrelated whole of
which we are an integral part, we are likewise freed to
engage with the world afresh.

To realize such visions requires acts of imagination! No
matter how deeply we understand the transient and empty
nature of existence, how vividly we experience the intrinsic
freedom of reality, how passionately we long tto appease the
anguish of others, if we cannot imagine forms of life that
respond effectively to the situation at hand, we will be limited
in what we can do. Instead of finding a voice that speaks to
the unique contingenciies of our own situation, we repeat the
cliches and dogmas of other epochs. Instead of creatively
participating in a contemporary culture of awakening, we
confine ourself to preserving those cultures of a vanish-
ing past. '

Self-creation entails imagining ourself in other ways. In-
stead of thinking of ourself as a fixed nugget in a shifting
current of mental and physical processes, we might consider
ourself as a narrative that transforms these processes into an
unfolding story. Life becomes less of a defensive stance
to preserve an immutable self and more of an ongoing task
to complete an unfinished tale. As a coherent narrative,
our identity’s integrity is maintained without having to as-
sume an unmoving metaphysical center around which ev-
erything else turns. Grounded in awaremess of transiency,
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ambiguity, and contingency, such a person values lightness
of touch, fllexibility and adaptability, a sense of humor and
adventure, appreciation of other viewpoints, a celebration of
difference.

As soom As the imagination is activated in the process of
awakening, we recover the aesthetic dimension of dharma
practice. The cultivation of focused awaremess, for example,
cannot be adequately understood as a set of cognitive and
affective transformations alone, because such awaremess is
also an experience of beauty.

As the turmoil of consciousness subsides and we come to
rest in a heightened clarity of attention, the natural beauty of
the world is vividly enhanced. We marvel at the exquisite
tracery of a leaf, the play of light against the bark of a tree, the
reflections and ripples in a puddle of water, the deliquescent
radiance of a human eye. Our appreciation of the arts is also
enriched: a phrase of music, a line of poetry, a dancing fligure,
a penciled sketch, a clay vase may speak to us with unprece-
dented poignancy and depth.

Great works of art in all cultures succeed in capturing
within the constraints of their form both the pathos of an-
guish and a vision of its resolution. Take, for example, the
languorous sentences of Proust or the haiku of Basho, the late
quartets and sonatas of Beethoven, the tragicomic brushwork
of Sengai or the daunting canvases of Rothko, the luminous
self-portraits of Rembirandt and Hakwiin. Such works achieve
their resolution not through consoling or romantic images
whereby anguish is.transcended. They accept anguish with-
out being overwhelmed by it. They reveal anguish as that
which gives beauty its dignity and depth.

Tie four ennobling truths of the Buddha provide not only
a paradigm of cognitive and affective freedom but a template
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for aesthetic vision. Amy work of art that deepens our under-
standing of anguish, moves us to relax the constrictions of
self-centered craving, reveals the dynamic play of emptiness
and form, and inspires a way of life conducive to such ends
bears the hallmarks pf authentic beauty. And just as non-
Buddthist works can have such an effect, so explicitly Bud-
dhist works can fail to do so.

The same aesthetic vision inspires the imagimnative tasks
of self- and world-creation. The ennobling truths are not
just challenges to act with wisdom and compassion but
challenges to act with creativity and aesthetic awareness.
Our words, our deeds, our very presence in the world,
create and leave impressions in the minds of others just as a
writer makes impressions with his pen on paper, the painter
with his brush on canvas, the potter with his fingers in clay.
Tihe human world is like a vast musical instrument on
which we simultaneously play our part while listening to
the compositions of others. The creation of ourself in the
image of awakening is not a subjective but an intersubjec-
tive process. We cannot choose witettizr to engage with the
world, only how to. Our life is a story being continuously
related to others through every detail of our being: facial
expressions, body language, clothes, inflections of spestdh—
whether we like it or not.

AFTTERR HIS AWAKENING, the Buddha spent several
weeks hovering on the cusp between the rapture of freedom
and, in his words, the “vexation” of engagement. Should he
remain in the peaceful state of Niirvama or share with others
what he had discovered? What decided him was the appear-
ance of an idea (in the language of ancient India, a “god")
that forced him to recognize the potential for awakening in
others and his responsibility to act. As soon as his imagination
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was triggered, he relinquished the mystical option of tran-
scendent. absorptien and moved to engage with the world.

Tiws the Buddha set out on a path that started from a
vision, was translated through ideas into words and actions,
and gave rise to cultures of awakening that continue to
inspire today. This development is analogous to the process
of creativity, which likewise starts from an unformed vision
and is translated through the imagination into cultural
forms. The course of the Buddha’s life offers a paradigm of
human existence, which has been realized in diverse forms
throughout Asia over the past two and a half thousand years.

The genius of the Buddha lay'in his imagination. He
succeeded irt translating his vision not only into the lan-
guage of his time but into terms sufficiently universall to
inspire future generations in India and beyond. His ideas
have survived in much the same way as great works of art.
Wihille we may find certain stylistic elements of'his teaching
alien, his central ideas speak to us in a way that goes beyond
their reference to a particular time or place. But unlike
ancient statues from Egypt or Gandhara, the wheel of
dharma set in motion by the Buddha contirlued to turn after
his death, generating ever new and startling cultures of
awakening;.

EAack timz THE dharma moved into a different civiliza-
tion or historical period, it faced a twofold challenge: to
maintain its integrity as an internally coherent tradition, and
to express its vision in a way that responded to the needs of
the new situation. In order to make sense, it had to imagine
itself in original and unexpected ways (compare the Pali
discourses, a collection of Zen koans, and the Tidetam Boolt, of
the Dead)). Whiille shis gradual process of transformation oc-
curred over several generations, it was invariably crystallized
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through the genius of a single person or, at most, a handful of
individwals.

Tihe genius of these people lay also in their imagination:
their capacity to express an authentic vision of the dharma in

,a way that responded creatively to the needs of their particu-
lar situations. They initiated distinctive cultures of awaken-
ing that generated original and abundant outpourings of
philosophy, literature, and art. Yet these periods of cultural
vitalization did not tend to last long. For while the founding
figutess were imaginative and creative, imagination and cre-
ativity were rarely qualities encouraged in the schools and
orders they established, (The very terms “imagiination” and
“creativity” lack exact equivalents in classical Buddihist lan-
guages.) As their traditions grew into powerful religious
institutions, the preservation of orthodoxy became the main
priority.

While originating in acts of imagimation, orthodoxies
paradoxically seek to control the imagination as a means of

- maintaining their authority. The authenticity of a person's
understanding is measured according to its conformity with
the dogmas of the school. While such controls may provide a
necessary safeguard against charlatanism and self-deception,
they also can be used to suppress authentic attempts at cre-
ative innovation that might threaten the status quo. The
imagination is anarchic and potentially subversive. Tibe more
hierarchic and authoritarian a religious institution, the more
it will require that the creations of the imagination conform
to its doctrines and aesthetic norms.

Yet by suppression of the imagimation, the very life of
dharma practice is cut off at its source. While religious or-
thodoxies may survive and even prosper for centumigss; in the
end they will ossify. When the world around them changes,
they will lack the imaginative power to respond creatively to
the challenges of the new situation.
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As BummHissm ENCOUNTERsS the comtemporary
~worlldl, it dilscovers @ siustion where areativity mndi

imagination are central to individual and social freedom.
While Buddihist traditions have consistently affirmed free-
domffasm craving and anguiish as the raison d’etre of a culture
of awakening, they have been less'consistent in affirming the
freedom to respond creatively to the anguish of the world.
Both internally, through becoming religious orthodoxies, and
externally, through identifying with autocratic and even to-
talitarian regimes, Buddhist traditions have inclined toward
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political conservatism, Tthis has contributed, on the one hand,
to a tendency to mysticism and, on the other, to the postpon-
ing of personal and social fulfillment until a future rebirth in
a less corrupted world.

At the heart of Buddhism’s encounter with the contempo-
rary world is the convergence of two visions of freedom. The
Buddha’s freedom from craving and anguish is converging
with the autonomous individual’s freedom to realize his or
her capacity for personal and social fulfillment.

In today’s liberal democracies we are brought up to real-
ize our potential as autonomous individuwals. It is hard to
envisage a tinfe when so many people have enjoyed compa-
rable freedoms. Yet the very exercise of these freedoms in
the service of greed, aggression, and fear has led to break-
down of commumity, destruction of the environment, waste-
ful exploitation of resources, the perpetuation of tyrannies,
injustices, and inequalities. Instead of creatively realizing
their freedoms, many choose the unreflective conformism
dictated by television, indulgence in mass-consumetism, or
numbing their feelings of alienation and anguish with
drugs. In theory, freedom may be held in high regard; in
practice it is experienced as a dizzying loss of meaning and
direction.

Part of the appeal of any religious orthodoxy lies in its
preserving a secure, structured, and purposeful vision of life,
which stands in stark opposition to the insecurity, disorder,
and aimlessness of contemporary society. In offering such a
refuge, traditional forms of Buddhism provide a solid basis
for the ethical, meditative, and philesophical values condu-
cive to awakening. Yet they tend to be wary of participating
in a translation of this liberating vision into a culture of

aWwakening that addresses the speeific anguish of the contem:
peFary werld: Prsssrvation of the knews and tested is prefer-
able to the agony of imagination, where we are foreed to ik
that hazardeus leap inte the dark.
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ThiE BummHIST AND contemporary visions of freedom
both support and critique each other. The Buddhist vision
seeks to cultivate a path of individual and social practice that
leads to a liberating experience of self and world. It cannot
accept the.notion that authentic freedom can be realized in a
life driven by confused self-centered craving. The contempo-
rary vision strives to create and maintain social and political
structures that uphold the rights and optimize the creative
possibilities of the individual. It cannot accept the notion that
authentic freedom can be realized in a repressive and unjust
society. S,

While it would be futile to try to describe the culture of
awakening that might result from the encolinter of these
visions, two broad themes are beginning to emerge. These
are the distinctively contemporary ways in which dharma
practice is becoming individliated/, on the one hand, and
socially engaged, on the other.

The individuetion of dharma practice occurs whenever
priority is given to the resolution of a personal existential
dilemma over the need to conform to the doctrines of a
Buddlhist orthodoxy. Individuation is a process of recovering
personal authority through freeing ourselves from the con-
straints of collectively held belief systems. If training with a
teacher of a certain school leads to a growing dependency on
that tradition and a corresponding loss of personal autonomy,
then that allegiance may have to be severed. At the same
time, unprecedented exposure to a wide range of Buddhist
traditions today makes it difficult to accept each school's
unquestioned assumption of its own superiority. In valuing
imagination and diversity, such an individuated vision would
ultimately empower each practitioner, to create his or her
own distinctive track within the field of dharma practice.
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The contemporary social engagement of dharma practice
is rooted in awaremess of how self-centered confusion, and
craving can no longer be adequately understood only as
psychological drives that manifest themselves in subjective
states of anguish. We find these drives embodied in the very
economic, military, and political structures that influence the
lives of the majoriity of people on earth. Hamessed to indus-
trial techﬁologies, the impact of these drives affects the qual-
ity of the environment; the availability of natural resources
and employmeni; the kinds of political, social, and financial
institutions that govern peoples’ lives. Such a socially engaged
vision of dharma practice recognizes that each practitioner is
obliged by an ethics of empathy to respond to the anguish of a
globalized, interdependent world.

Individuation and social engagement are not unique to the
contemporary situation. Whenever a culture of awakening
has been realized in the past, it has arisen through the origi-
nal, imaginative vision of an individual and subsequently has
been embodied in social structures compatible with the new
situation. Modern democracy, science, and education have
led to the role of the individual in society and the nature of
social relations being radically different today from former
times in Asia. Cornmensuraibly diverse processes of individu-
ation and social engagement are needed for the realization of
a contemporary culture of awakening.

The self-creation of individuation and-the world-creation
of social engagement cannot exist apart from each other.
They are united within a common culture, which config-
ures them in a meaningful and purposeful whole. At the
same time, it is the creative tension between them that
constantly forms and shapes this culture. Individwation and
social engagement become the two poles of a culture of
awakeniing,
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BUDDHISM WITHOUT BELIEFS

CuLTUuRE, AccorDING TO the Chambers dictionary, is
the “state of being cultivated.” What is to be cultivated,
according to the Buddha, is a path of authentic vision, ideas,
speech, action, forms of life, resolve, mindfulness, and fo-
cused awareness. Hence a culture of awakening is a state in
which this path is being cultivated.

A ailture of 2@HehibgTs BrRERom BEGORDING TO the Chambers dictionary, is
tween an indebtedness to the past and a g;)onsibility to the

furure. This ensith1@ moS k@I OkinpebAguicUltivated/* What' is to be cultivated,

phases such as our own. To preserve the integrity of the

tradition, we havaCGOEGHNGEOwthe Buddha, is a path of authentic vision, ideas,

that integrity and what is peripheral. We have to discern

between whar ele5REEN;1 factiy forms of life, resolve, mindfulness, and fo-

practice and what are alien cultural artefacts that might

obstruct that surviGU 386k -AWAY ©ABES. widlence a culture of awakening is a state in

the metaphysical doctrines of karma and rebirth are integral

to the tradition o WHWE v RS Pathis. being cultivated.

issues is a risk. We are obliged to assume responsibility for

choices whose potentidly Glitbkeo@fuecgtvakening is forged from the tension be-

others we cannot possibly foresee.

A ailture of i@ Aona B iNAletedness to the past and a responsibility to the

specific social, religious, artistic, and ethnic cultures in which

it is embedded. It Fuldkd @ of TS ink@MASION IS mMost palpable during transitional

these cultures without either rejecting or being absorbed

by them. It will iPI@§ESuSUEHN @Sr@UMEnOWN. TO preserve the integrity of the

temporary culture, perhaps inspiring and revitalizing some

dimensions of it, {@ @It IGM4nME diavest0 distinguish between what is central to

tive.

Dharma precki @iley | REC G tymandoethat is peripheral. We have to discern

through resisting creative interaction, it could end up as a

marginalized subD@bWR @Mt BleMeNnts are vital for the survival of dharma

thmughlosmg'tsglrlzénfei%g angﬁracal\e/?/e’afmgre alien cultural artefacts that might
obstruct that survival. A contemporary example is whether
the metaphysical doctrines of karma and rebirth are integral
to the tradition or not. Whatever decision we reach on such
issues is a risk. We are obliged to assume responsibility for
choices whose potentially considerable consequences for
others we canriot possibly foresee.

A culture of awakening cannot exist independently of the
specific social, religious, artistic, and ethnic cultures in which
it is embedded. It emerges out of creative interactions with
these cultures without either rejecting or being absorbed
by them. It will inevitably assume certain features of con-
temporary culture, perhaps inspiring and revitalizing some
dimensions of it, while also maintaining a critical perspec-
tive.

Dharma practice today faces two primary dangers:
through resisting creative interaction, it could end up as a
marginalized subculture, a beautifully preserved relic, while
through losing its inner integrity and critical edge, it could
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end up being swallowed by something else, such as psycho-
therapy or contemplative Christianity.

Howewer highly individuated, a culture of awakening can
never be a private affair. Such a culture is always an expres-
sion of a community. Te achieve maturity and depth it
requires cultivation over generations. Commumitty is. the liv-
ing link between individuation and social engagement. A
culture of awakening simply cannot occur without being
rooted in a coherent and vital sense of community, for a
matrix of friendships is the very soil in which dharma prac-
tice is cultivated. How to create an authentic community,
which provides a sound basis for the emergence of a culture
while optimizing individual freedom, may be the single most
important question facing those practicing the dharma today.

One of the strengths of religious Buddhism is its ability to
respond unambiguously to this question through continued
establishment of hierarchic institutions that have weathered
centuries of turmoil and change. Whille such institutions may

.provide excellent settings for sustained training in meditation
and reflection, it is questionable whether they alone can
provide a sufficient basis for the creation of a contemporary
culture of awakeniing. The democratic and agnostic impera-
tives of the secular world demand not another Buddhist
Church, but. an individuated community, where creative
imagination and social engagement are valued as highly as
philosophic reflection and meditative attainment.

An agnostic Buddhist vision of a culture of awakening will
inevitably challenge many of the time-honored roles of reli-

gimus Buddhism. Nio longer will it see the role of Buddhism
as providing pseudoscientific authority on Sitbjects such as
cosmology, biology, and consciousness as it did in prescien-
tific Asian cultures. Nor will it see its role as offering consol-
ing assurances of a better afterlife by living in accord with the
worldview of karma and rebirth. Rather than the pessimistic
Indian doctrine of temporal degeneration, it will emphasize
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the freedom and responsibility to create a more awakened
and compassionate society on this earth. Instead of authori-
tarian, monolithic institutions, it could imagine a decentral-
ized tapestry of small-scale, autonomous commumities of
awakemiing-. Instead of a mystical religious movement ruled
by autocratic leaders, it would foresee a deep agnaestic, sec-
ular culture founded on friendships and governed by col-
laboration.

irg






CES A
TES

The primary sources of this book are these with whom 1 have
studied and trained in dharma practice. In particular, I am in-
debted to my teachers the late Geshes Ngawang Dargyey and
Tamdein Rabten of Sera Je Monastery, Liasa, Tibet, and the late
Kusan Pangjang Sunith of Songgwang, Sa Monastery, neat'Sun-
cheon, South Korea.

While sources for all quoted passages are given in the notes
below, a comprehensive bibliography of writings that have served
as an inspiration for this book would be out of place. Two books in
particular, however, deserve épecial mention both as sourees for

1R7
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several quoted passages and as introduttions to the two main
streams of Buddhist thought:

Namamoli Tihera (Osbert Moore), The Liff of the Badlitiz. Kandy, Sri
Lanka: Buddhist Publishing Society, 1992 (ist edition 19%2). -

Shantideva. The Bodticarymatenas (1) Trarsdhted from Sanskrit by
Katte Crosby'and Amdhedly Skilton. Oxford/New Yerk; Oxford
University Press, 1986. (2) Tianslated from Titbetan by Stephen
Bateheler as A GuidestaibBbdiisativdyMVasiaft ibhxaananisala,
India: Lifbraty of Titbetan Works and Archives, 1§76.

For background information on Budldhist history as well
as sketches of Buddlhist figures, schools, and doctrines, the
reader might refer to How the Swans Came to the [aNex: A
Namwativee History of Badiibhiem in Mmevitaz by Rick Fields
(Boston: Shambhala, 1981), and- my The Mwaideriseg of the
West; The BEmounmtier of Budifhisrm and Westerm Calture
(Berkeley: Parallax, 1§84).

GROUMNWND -
l
Do not be satisfied witth hearsay . . . is from the Kallunm: Sutta
(Angurrava Niifaym nr: 6§), in The Liffe of the Badiilfa;, trans.
Namamaoli Thera, 17§-76.

Aweleh e n 1ing
As long as my vision was notffulfy cleay . ... is from the Diem-
macakkappaatanm Suva (Samyetva Niffmym LVEE 19). A com-
plete translation is found in TWe Liffe pf the Buadiilfaz, trans.
Nanamoli Thera, 48-45.
Tihiis chapter, a reflection on the Diemwacekkeppevatana

Sutta, is indebted to the writings of Ninmawira Tihera (Harold.
Musson) collected in Cleaviny the Path (Colombo, Sri Lanka:
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Path Press, 1987). Tihe analogy, from Alices Adventtanes in Won-
derfamd and the idea that the four truths are injunctions to act
as opposed to propesitions to believe are found in Cleariiag the
Path, pp. 258—§9, while the notion of awakening being
“kmocked off its pedestal” is found on, p. 282. The critique of
Buddhism as mysticism is likewise influenced by Nanavira.
For a study of the life/and .work of this remarkable English
Buddhist monk and writer, see my “Exifdwnce, Enlighten-
ment and Suicide: The Dilemma of Nainavira Thera,” in The
Budfithsir Fovurm Voluwwe IV: Semvinar Papess 1994—1996, ed.
Tacleusz Skorupski (London: School of Oriental and African
Studies), §-34.

All views attributed in this chapter and elsewhere to “the
Buddha” or “Gautama” refer to the Buddha as represented
in the Pali Canon.

Agnosticigms m
Soppase, Malm&erpritay, a man . ... is abridged from the Cu-
lamallantipa Surva (Majjhime: Nivaypa 63), in The Mididle Length
Discouarses of the Badiifas tramss. Namamali Thera and Bhikku
Bodhi (Boston: Wisdom, 1985), §34—3®-

I am indebted to Trevor Lings The Badiitiar: Buddhist
Cuwilizatioov: in India and Ceylon (London: Temmple Smith,
19%3) for the notion of religion as a “residuwal civilisation.™
Rather than stating that Buddhism is a civilization, however,
I will argue that Buddhism is akin to a culture.

p. 17 “the rigorous application of a single principle” and
all following quotes from T. H. Hulley are from his 1889
essay “Agmastiicism,” included in Seiemee and the Christian
Traditiem (London: Macmillan, 1904), 245-46. Within less
than twenty years Huxlley’s newly coined term was applied to
Buddhism by Amanda Metteyya (Allan Bennett), the second
Western Furogean to be ordained as a Buddhist monk. In a
letter to the 1904 Free Thought Congiess, he wiote: “The
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position of Budidihism on these vital problems is exactly coinci-
dental, in its fundamental ideas, with the modern agnestic phi-
losophy of the West ... ."" See Badfthhsim:: An Misswated Reaiew
(Rangoon) 2 (October 1905): 86. The same issue of this journal
(edited by Benmett) contains an article “Buxtidihism an Agnostic
Religion,” by Professore Alessandro Costa, pp. 79 seq. The
current edition of Eanytyaedisa Britanmedi likewise describes
Buddhism as a religious form of agnosticism.

p. 20 “that complex whole which includes .. ." is from
E, B. Tylor, Primifivee Coltaree (London: J. Murray, 1871), t.

A nigrguaish

N conditians are pevmanerts . ... is a paraphrase of the Pali:
sabbe sankhava anicea, sabbe san¥iawe: dulkies, sabbe dhamma’
anatta (literally; “all conditions are impermanent; all condi-
tions are da®khz, all phenomena are selfless”). Datkkha is
commonly translated as “sufferimg.” -To account for “ail
conditions” being dukithe} I use the term “anguish” when
referring to duljfha as personal experience of the kind of
suffering caused by self-centered craving, and “unreliability"
or “uncertainty” when referrimg to dakiéitm as a characteristic
of the conditions of life.

For a more detailed analysis of the traditional legend of
Siddhartha Gautama, see my AVone With Others: An Exagernriel
Hpwemath to Badlitherm (New York: Grove, 1983), 2§-38. Other
ideas in this chapter are further developed in Fllggitz: An Exis-
tential Concepgtiam of Badithhsrm, Wiheel Publication no, 3t6/3t7
(Kandy, Sri Lanka: Budadlhist Publication Society, 1984).

Drathz 2

LiMee a dream, whavewsr | enjoy . ... is my translation from the
Tiihetan text of Shantideva's Baillicerypaatanas m: 36. Shan-
tideva was an Indian monk who was active in the early part of
the eighth century. Tthe Bodbicaryavatara is a seminal work on
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the Buddihist path, widely used in all Tithetan traditions. See
above for the two translations currently available in English,

The reflective meditation on death is based on that
found in the Titbetan Buddhist traditions. See, for exataple,
sG&m.pwnsa, Rweb! Ornament of Lilkeatiooy, trans. Hetbert V.,
Guenther (London: Rider, 1970), 41—&4.

Rebiwthy £ A

Btz if there is no other wovlly . .. is from the Kalhma: Sutta
(Anguttara Nidayen in: 65), in The Liffe of the Budfiffa, trans.
Namamoli Thera, 177,

Some of the arguments in this chapter are further devel-
oped in my article “Retbirth: A Case for Buddhist Agnosti-
cism,” Trieyelee 2 (Fall 1992): 16-23. For a study of Buddhist
proofs of.rebirth, see Martin Willson, Reiitth and the Western
Bediitlistz (London: Wisdom, 1987%). For accounts of research
into cases of those who remember previous lives, see the work
of Dr. Ian Stevenson, for example, his Cases gf the Reeincarma-
tion Type, vols. i-4 (Charlottesville, VA: The University
Press of Virgiimia, 1975—83). For a critique of evidence used to
support the theory of life after death, see Susan Blackmore,
Dyimp to Lives: Sciemee and the Nean-Hoathy Exgeniener (Lon-
don: Grafton, 1893).

p. 37 “Karrrma is intention. >, .” Sseg fooriissharves Avpoutiana
Nittayen vi: 13. The psychological function of intention is
developed in the chapter “Becoming™ below. Tihe Buddha's
denial “that karma alone was sufficient to explain the origin
of individual experience” is found in the Sivaka Suita (Sem-
yutta Nillaym: Vedana 21), where he speaks-of eight conditions
(the three bodily humors of phlegm, bile, and wind individu-
ally and together; seasonal change; improper care; exertion;
the ripening of former actions) that lead to feelings of plea-
sure, pain, etc., only the last of which is karma. Tihe passage is
translated in Namavira Thera, Cleariiag the Paiit, (Colomboa,
Sei Lanka: Path Peess, 1987), 486—87.
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Resolwd v e

When crows fird! a dyimg snake . ... is my translation from the
Tithetan text of Shantideva’s BodHicarypvetarss vn: §2.
\

Integrity 2y

A rnonX asked Yam Mk . ... is the fourteenth case in The Blue
Cliff Reeavd], 3 vols., trans. Tihomas and J. C. Cleary (Boulder/
London: Shambhala, 1977). t : 84 The Bliaez Chiff Record is a
twelfth-century Chiinese collection of koans widely used in
.Zen Buddhism.

Eriendship 21 p
flast as the dawm . . . is an anonymous translation of a passage
from Sarmguitie Nidaasaz v.

p. §3/Three and protected space. ..." I owe this idea to my
Jungian analyst Dora Kalff. See Dora M. Kalff, Sendplay:
A Psyeihothevagrutitc Apgneacth to the Psyethe (Los Amgedks: Sigo,
1980).

PATH

One day-am old man was civcumamituldtrigg . ... is from diKa
gdams kyi skyes budédew: pa mams Ryt gsung bgros thor bu mams
(Miscellanrous: Advite of the Kadhmpga: Masters), ed. Tsun ba je
gom, Tiihetan blockprint, i, d., 4t—42. This translation is my
own reworking of that made in Geshe Wangyal, The Door
of Lifferatidwr: (Boston: Wisdom, 1995), 100. The final reply
of Drom differs from both the Titbetan text and Geshe
Wangyal’s translation; I have substituted a version heard
from Tibetan lamas.
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Awarenesg e s s

Amdfffutbher, a mon¥ knows:.. . . is a renditiom of a passage from
the Satipavthama Surta (Majftima: Niddaya: 10), in The Middle
Lengtth: Disecoanses of the Budiiti, trans. Namamoli Thera and
Bhikkhu Bodhi (Boston: Wisdom, 1895), 146.

The practice of mindful awareness meditation described
in this chapter is based on the Satipatthama Surka (as above),
Shantideva’s Boditicaryamatare: v, and oral teachings from the
contemporary “lnsight” (Vipassana) tradition. For an ac-
count of insight meditation, see Joseph Goldstein and Jack
Kornfield, Seeding the Heant: of Wisdom: The Path of Insight
Meditatiton (Boston: Shambhala, 11§87%).

Beeomimy 7 g

Corffasimm conditians activity . ... is my rendition of the Pali
formulation of what"are commonly known as the “Twelve
Links of Dependent Origination.”

The meditation section that begins: “Sit still and come
back to the breath” offers a reflection on the five primary
constituemti’ of mental life: impact, mood, perception, inten-
tion, attention. Tihese are known as the nama factors in

Theravada Buddhism. In the Pali Canon the Buddha lists
.them to describe the nama (literally “name™) dimension of
niamaregw (literally “name-form™), paraphrased hete as 'em-
bodied personality.” In the Titbetan traditions they appear as
the five “ommiipresent” mental processes as found in Asanga’s
AbdictHerrmagsanuecogye . See Geshe Rabten, The Mund! and Fes
Fenutiorss, trans, and ed. Stephen Batchelor (Mont Belerin,
Switzerland: Edlitions Rabten Choeling, 1992), no—15,

The doctrine of the Twwlve Links of Dependent Origina-
tion is a key Buddihiist teaching, usually explained to describe
a process of becoming that occurs over three liffettimes—
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although there appears to be no explicit mention of a three-
lifetime model in the Buddha’s own discourses on the subject
in the. Pali Canon. An accessible traditional account of the
Twelve Links is found in His Holiness the Founteenth Dalai
Lama, The Meaning of Liife ifeom a Budihhsir Pevspecetive, trans,
and ed. Jeffrey Hopkins (Boston: Wisdom, i§93).

Ewppinass e s s

Unbstn emptiness has (et g8 of - - + is my translation of 2 passage
from the fourteenth-century Fibstan lama Fsengkhapa's
t¥sq she tik chen rigs et rgya mise Barnath::1973); 431. Fhis
Werk is a commentary 8 Nagarjunas second-century text
Mewlamoadipamnkekacske (Rost Verses on the Eenter): Fhe
queted passage forms part of Tiongkhapz's commentary 18
chapter 24, verse 18, which reads: "Wihatever is eantingently
emergent 7 Is said to be emptiness: 7 1t is eontingsntly config-
ureds/ It is the eentral path.”

Fhis presentation of the doctrine of emptiness is based on
the interpretations of Feangkhapa and his fellewesrs in the
Geluk scheel of Fibetan Buddhism: See Geshe Rabten,Echass
of\iraduess, trans; and ed: Stephen Batchelor (London: Wis-
dem; 1983); and the introduction 8 Robert Thurman, Tworg
Kibanss Speseh of Gold in the Essence of True Bilaqnsie: Reasen
ad Enligherimesnt in the Ceniral Bhnlssapy of Troet (Brineeten:
Brinceton Univetsity Bress; 1084).

\

Campgssion: o 7

B whern | de things . . - is my translation frem the Tibetan
text of Shantideva's Bodhtaasuarntasa Vi 116

Tibe apening meditation is based on oral Tihetan Buddhist
teachings: The discussion of empathy follows Shantideva's
Bodhicapanatere Vv 90 seg: For a Tiherayada perspective
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on this subject, see Sharon Salzburg, Lovingy Kindhess: The
Revaliniooanyy Ave of Hapginess (Boston: Shambhala, 1995).

FRUITI@NN

The way of the Buadiifta: is to know yoursellf . . . is a rendition of
Dogen’s Gemjw Koam (Actualizing the Fundérmernat! Point) 4,
from his magnum opus, Shobogenzw. For a translation of
Geniw Koam) see Moom in a Deweddogy: Writings of Zem Master
Dogem,, eds Kazwaki Tamathashi (Berkeley: North Point Press,

1985), 69-73.

%

Freedodo m

Thevefene: we know that, unawalfeneed.. . . is from Philip B.
Yamypolsky, The Platieran Sutva of the Sixth Patriancth (New
York: Columbia Univexsity Press, 196%), 1§t.

The final three chapters of the book (“Freedom,” “Imag-
ination,” and “Cullture™) are inspired by the doctrine of the
Thiree “Bodies” (trikaya) of the Buddha: sometimes literally
translated as the “Diarma Body” (dharmaXaya) “Enjoyment
Body” (sambhogakaya)) and “Mamifestion Body” (mwmana-
kaya). At the same time the chaptets trace the trajectory of the
first five stages of the “Naible Eightfold Path” from authentic
vision via authentic ideas to authentic speech, action, and
livelihood.

The “intrinsic freedom of reality” is a paraphrase of the
Mahayana Buddlhiist doctrine that all phenomena are “intrin-
sically nirvanic” (Sanskrit: pradvitizpawininiseita):). It also refers
to the idea in the Tilbetan practice of Dzogehen of the “self-
freeing" nature of phenomena. For Dzogehen, see The Flight
of the Garudhz, trans. Keith Dowman (Boston: Wisdom, 1894).

The themes of perplexity, unknowing, and mystery are
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dealt with in my The FEaiith to Doulitz: Glimgses of Buddhist
Uncertainty (Berkeley: Parallax, 1990).

Imagipatiant z 0 7

[AY a talentifirr speakimyg dijfeventily . ... is from Richard Rorty,
Contingeney;, Iromy and Solidaritty (Cambridge: Cambridge
Uniwersity Press, 1989), 7. This book, as well as other non-
specialist writings of Rorty, has been a great source of inspira-
tion in the writing of Badiiffism: Without Belisf. Rorty’s style of
thinking is particularly helpful in the task of finding a contem-
porary, nonreligious way of expressing Buddhist ideas. Other
books, that have had a similar effect are: Milan Kundera,
Tthe Avt of the Noved! (Neww York: Grove, 1986) and Testaments
Betwayedi: An Essay in N Paris (London: Faber, 1995), as
well as Don Cupiitt, The Time: Beifig; (London: SCM,, 1§92).

Thhiis chapter draws on and develops material first explored
in my essay “A Democracy of the Imagination,” Tricyele 4,
no. 2,(Fall 1994): A0-75.

The notion of “self-creation” is a literal rendering of
the Titbetan bdag bskyed, which'tradiitionally refers to the pro-
cess of imagining oneself in the form of a “god,” a Vajra-
yana practice of the bskyed rim (“creation stage”) in the
Mattamuttara:ypogatantrass. An overview of such practices is
found in The Jewet! in the Lotus: A Guidf to the Buddhist
Tvaditions of Tidet;, ed. Stephen Batchelor (London: Wisdom,

198%), 46-57.

Cultlses » e

There is nothing not praeticed . ... is my translation from the
Tithetan text of Shantideva’s Baditicarypvataras v: 166.

The notion of individuation is based on the use of the term
in the analytical psychology of C. G. Jung. See, for example,
Jung’s essays: “Cnscious, Unconscious, and Individuation,™
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and “A Study in the Process of Individuation/’ in vol. §, part
i of The Coleeted Works of C. G. Jungyg, trans, R. F. C. Hull
(New Yorik/Pinmeton: Bollingen Foundation, 1968). A semi-
nal work on the concept of Buddhist social engagement is
Thich Nhat Hanh, Being Peace (Berkeley: Parallax, 1987).






Stephen Batchelor was born in Scotland and educated in Buddhist
monasteries in India, Switzerland, and ICorea. He has translated
and written several books on Buddhism, including A Guideée to the
Bodhisatinas Wiay of Life;, Alone with Othets, TVee aith :b0/Deisby,
The Tidetr Guitite (winner of the 1998 Thenmres Cook Awavd)), The
Awatkeingg of the West (joint-winner of the 1994 Tricycle Award),
and Versas from ithe Contsr. Hie lletlnes andl contlugts mwiitation
retreats worldwidie, is a contributing editor of Thieyelk:, and is
director of studies of the Sharpham College for Buddlhist Studies
and Contempotary Enguify, Devon, England.



