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Ounavarra, Seafield Road, Killiney is the white house on the far side of the railway track. The hut where this book was written is concealed by trees in the garden to the left of the house. The hut no longer exists and the garden is now occupied by a new house.
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ZEN DIARY


Think of what does not think.


Han Shan1


Tuesday 1 September 1998


When I wanted to begin, I couldn’t find the key to my hut. Rosaleen had gone off to Dalkey with the car and the other set of keys wasn’t in its usual place. I thought, this is Zen even before you start, and I could imagine a teacher asking, ‘Why do you need to unlock your hut to meditate?’


As I was searching for the key, Cathal Black rang from Cologne, where he is editing the final cut of Love and Rage, to ask how I want my credit to read: ‘Screenplay by Brian Lynch’ or ‘Written by Brian Lynch’.2 I said I couldn’t see the difference, but he said ‘Written by’ sounds better.


Rosaleen came back. She’d put the keys in a drawer.


So I went down to the shed and started. First, I read some of the book I bought yesterday The Complete Book of Zen by Wong Kiew Kit.3 I was interested to learn that you shouldn’t meditate if you are ‘suffering from frequent physical pain, manic-depression or imbecility’ – no room at the inn for me then.


One of the reasons why I didn’t pursue my early interest in Zen back in the 1960s and 70s was that I convinced myself, lazily, that Buddhahood couldn’t be found by sitting, or indeed by any kind of action or inaction, on the basis that the truth is here, there and nowhere and you can’t get what you already have – in short that it’s foolish to go looking for a key you haven’t lost. Now, although I know logic doesn’t come into it, I have come to understand a simple fact: practice makes imperfect. You can, as Patrick Kavanagh says, ‘Uncode a habit and find therein a successful human being.’ I don’t know about ‘successful’.


I wondered where I would sit, but the only practical option was to turn my chair to face the biggest and ugliest thing in my hut, the grey steel filing-cabinet, the bottom drawer of which doesn’t close properly. Am I right in thinking that in meditation you are supposed not to look at what you can see? But the cabinet is there. Its presence can’t be gainsaid. Nor can the fact that I can’t sit in the usual meditation position for fear of the cartilages in my knees popping out of place, which happened quite often when I was a schoolboy. The fear of the remedy – snap the leg straight – was worse than the pain, which was indescribable. There were times I would sit frozen for hours rather than suffer the cure.


The idea for this diary came to me while I was supposed to be emptying my mind of all transient thoughts. But I realised then – and now – that meditation undertaken on the basis that it should be written about immediately it has ended is likely, to put it mildly, to be impure, a sort of theatrical performance, yet another addition to the vanity prison which I supposedly want to escape. Still, I’m a writer, this is my job, I’d better do it as best I can. But public sincerity is hard to carry off convincingly.


There is a difference between exploring in the past and now: when Captain Cook set out, he went as far as it was then possible to go away from communication, whereas when Neil Armstrong landed on the moon the experience was new to him but instantly available to the black-and-white imagination of the television audience. Writing about Zen should be done along Cook lines.


So, at last, I positioned the chair in front of the filing cabinet, sat down, made myself comfortable, closed my eyes and began.


Immediately, and all through this first session, I was aware and couldn’t become not aware, of every detail of what I was doing. Hands, feet, back, neck, head, each insisted on being thought about. I didn’t fight the thoughts – I know you’re not supposed to – but it was almost pathetically comic how little control I had over these simple physical facts.


But, of course, the main thing was the breathing. I didn’t have any particular procedure but tried simply to breathe and concentrate on that solely. I couldn’t do it. I kept on thinking thoughts. Most of which I now forget, and which I knew at the time I was going to forget.


Oddly, the one thought that stays with me is vague and clear at the same time, familiar and yet not based on any experience that I can recall. I seemed to see a certain kind of woman, middle-aged, non-sexual, very clean, with a scrubbed, slightly antiseptic smell. Why this unknown woman should come so strongly to mind I don’t know, but she did. In recent years this phenomenon has taken on a different character: sometimes, mostly if I’m over-tired, when I close my eyes faces swim up from the darkness, remain for some seconds, and then fade out. These are the faces of people I have never seen before, and though they are dimly lit by a kind of olive-grey light, they are perfectly clear, identifiable as individuals with a history. The experience is eerie and has something in common with schizophrenia, but I am not frightened by these strangers because, unlike a true schizophrenic, I don’t think of them as real – for one thing they are not famous, like Napoleon or Jesus Christ, and for another they never issue instructions – plus I am encouraged by being able to witness a minor miracle of the creation, performed I suppose by myself but without any input from me.


Also, during the meditation, I felt more than once a dread related to fears of suffocation and the indifferent slow passage of time. When I was younger, I was more afraid of these sensations than I am now, so I let them pass. But I suspect if I keep up this practice, they will come back and be stronger. Because they are the most real fears I have (apart from those which relate to the safety of [my daughters] Clare and Camille). In Zen terms ‘most real’ means ‘most unreal’. But that’s probably wrong too, since reality doesn’t operate on a sliding-scale of more or less. There is no scale in the real world. (Scala in Italian means ladder – I wonder what genius came up with the association of ladders with snakes.)


All through the session workmen were laying down a pavement outside the house and the engine of a hugely loud truck was kept running; for a while a growling train parked on the railway track; and there was a lot of other traffic, including in the distance the faint sound of a siren, which sounded human, like an anxious voice crying.


How strange is the place I live in: more than half-way up a hill on a narrow triangular plot of land between Seafield Road and the train tracks. I’d be able to see the road and the playing-fields of the Holy Child convent school through the window of my shed except that the view is blocked by the garden hedge and on the other side of the road by the convent’s high granite wall. The trains roar past at a distance of about ten yards from the shed. The track is down a shallow cutting, a wilderness thick with old trees and bushes, but all the same the roaring is so loud that for a few seconds I can’t hear myself think. The other side of the cutting is much steeper and on top of it there is a narrow private road with rather grand Victorian houses – ours is a 1935 bungalow made of solid concrete – and beyond them is a cliff overlooking Killiney Bay.


Inevitably I began to wonder after a while how long I’d been meditating and couldn’t resist opening my eyes to peek at the clock. But before I did, I counted off ten breaths and that was the nearest to concentration I got. Eyes open. Thirty-five minutes.


As I write this there’s a cloudburst and then a sudden loud peal of thunder.


After a couple of minutes I began again. Mind still restless and thought-filled. I got some help from concentrating on the word ‘nothing’. Not ‘nothingness’, which is too abstract; nor the Japanese word ‘mu’, which is too foreign, and anyway reminds me of a cow mooing. At some stage I found myself thinking about over-breathing and hyperventilation and one of the ways recommended to deal with these problems during a panic-attack: put your face into a brown-paper bag and breathe its reducing oxygen – the reduction reduces the panic. And then I wondered at the inevitable brownness of the brown-paper bag and thought, why not other colours? Which gave me a little poem:




Brown paper bag


White paper bag


Blue paper bag


And out of it let


No cat.





Wednesday 2 September 1998


This morning I went to an Arts Council meeting on filmmaking, but typically I’d got the time wrong – it’s this afternoon – so the journey into town through the rush hour was wasted. Not wasted of course.


As I was about to go down to the shed Harry Latham rang, my next-door neighbour but one.4 Yesterday’s pavement building combined with the cloudburst had sent a mudslide into his driveway. He’s been on to ‘a pal’ – Harry is nearly 80 and his talk has a flavour of the 1930s about it – who’s getting on to the County Council to ask for help. I was able to give him the name of the engineer who came out when the pavement-layers were hacking back my hedge.


The reason for mentioning this domestic stuff here is that Harry told me he’s just out of hospital after five days in intensive care with what he called ‘a bleeding heart’. He didn’t want anything from me and I think he only called because he wanted a chat (at the end he said he felt weak). But when I put the phone down, I thought, What is the reason for sitting here when what you should do is go down and sit with Harry for a while. So I walked down to his house but the mudslide was next to invisible and so, as if that solved the problem of his bleeding heart, I came back to my hut.


The problem was that I couldn’t get this ethical question out of my mind. Isn’t compassion greater than enlightenment? Isn’t compassion actually enlightenment? In the West the people who work with a pure heart for charity, aren’t they an infinitely better lesson than anything I could learn from sitting in a shed? Perhaps this is a category mistake. In any event I decided, ‘Think about Harry after your hour,’ and sat on.


Then the phone rang. It was my daughter Clare’s friend Nancy. I said, ‘I thought you were in Boston; have they expelled you as an undesirable alien?’ She said, no, she had to come back because her granny had died. Talk about lessons.


As for the meditation itself: very uncomfortable physically – all the old muscle problems in my back are clamouring to return – and very restless mentally. At one point a verse from one of my own poems came into my mind:




The only rest you know


Is the rest you know


Will not answer


Your tiredness.





There was also a strong feeling that this book is going to prove a high obstruction on the low way to enlightenment: every time I had a thought I found myself making storage space for it in my memory, which procedure obviously goes wholly against the basic instruction to empty the mind. We’ll see.


After Nancy rang I sat again, this time for 40 minutes. Totally unable to concentrate on my breathing, I tried counting the breaths in tens on my fingers. This was funny, or at least it appears so now: with one hand cupping the other in the recommended fashion (more or less), I counted the first breath on the little finger of the left hand, the second on the little finger of the right hand, and so on. So on, if I may say so, my foot. I simply couldn’t manage the alternating count, ending up with three breaths and four fingers. Mathematics was never my strong suit. But this was more than ridiculous, it was revealing: the steps I take are not equal to the steps I make. (In the original Beatles song the word ‘steps’ is replaced with ‘love’, and there’s no negative in the middle – if only.)


As far as the physical business is concerned, I keep finding myself slumping down on my spine on exhalation and on inhalation blowing up like a balloon, head rising and falling in tune with the breath. Doubt if this is kosher.


Finally, I decided to end with 20 breaths. I was getting nowhere – if only I could say that – until breath 19 when I had a prolonged moment of stillness in blackness.


No name is strange to the person whose name it is.


Thursday 3 September 1998


I’m too stupid to be simple, and not what I want to be: too simple to be stupid.


Today was almost a complete write-off because I haven’t made any decision about taking the phone off the hook. So it rang and I answered it. ‘E’ wanted to come over and talk about his child-access problems and did and that was the end of that.


Actually, even in the time I spent meditating, something was happening, but of course I can’t now remember what it was. I think it was about the difference between meditation and work. Isn’t what I do when I’m writing a kind of meditation? It certainly involves a kind of selflessness, if only in the sense that concentration is anti-ego. Is the difference that meditation simply teaches nothing, or nothingness? And art is aimed at some goal, done in the now but fixed on the beyond.


I resolved the Harry Latham question by ringing and asking him would he like me to go down and shovel away his mud. This is an example of the best kind of virtue: an offer you hope you won’t be taken up on. And it wasn’t. He’s got guys to do it.


Friday 4 September 1998


E came over again to show me more documents and discuss new developments in his court case. He says, ‘I won’t collude in my own oppression.’ This is interesting to me because I’m beginning to think meditation requires that collusion is engaged in so that it can then be put aside.


I took the phone off the hook, and then in order not to hear its bleating pips put it in the drawer of the desk.


I sat for only half an hour. This was hard. Very nearly impossible. My mind endlessly filled with thoughts. And when I concentrated on breathing, either the philosophy of it oppressed me, or I felt I was suffocating, or I hyperventilated. No rhythm, no habituality. Also I don’t know if one is supposed to keep one’s eyes shut or half-open. I think I’d prefer half-open because complete darkness is frightening. The whole thing is frightening. And yet desirable.


I tried concentrating on the word ‘nothing’. But even in nothingness I can find things to think about, including every letter in the word and the way they link and tinkle down into silence.


Then I remembered how, when I was 14 or 15, walking on the banks of the Tolka river in Glasnevin one windy, starry night, I was suddenly struck by the thought that god must be nothing, because if he (sic) was something (that is, dependant on his relations, like the rest of us), he couldn’t be divine. Big thought then, no thought at all now. But time-consuming. Perhaps as a consequence, I decided that this diary should run for six months and after that I’ll sing dumb or keep mum.


Night has a grave effect on one’s sanity. And on one’s temper.


Saturday 5 September 1998


I have to admit I am afraid of these meditations. And to think I engaged on them to gain tranquillity.


Listening now to ‘Froggies’, a CD by Barry Guy on bass and Mats Gustafson on piano that Maya Homburger sent yesterday. Very free squeaky gate music, very Zen in its way, and I like it, but it needs to be listened to carefully, not as background.


Began this morning at ten o’clock. How to sit is a problem. My chair is curved to keep my back straight, and I got it for that reason. But I perch on the edge instead, trying to sit upright and away from having my back supported. As a result my posture feels awkward, unnatural and uncomfortable. So I keep on shifting.


Also I still don’t know what to do with my eyes. Shut tight, half-closed?


At the beginning I was completely unfocused. Rain was dripping out of the trees onto the roof and there was a lot of passing traffic on the road. This is a very noisy place. On top of which I was so busy thinking, I forgot entirely about breathing. Eventually I had to resort to counting the breaths, an inane procedure. But it does help to block loose thoughts from their usual limp straggling and porridgey clumping.


Around the sixty mark the idea of my father’s death rose to the surface and I left it there and moved on. Towards the eighties I started experimenting with breathing from the abdomen, so that my belly rather than my chest was rising and falling. That can’t be right. And all in all I often feel close to disorientation due to over-breathing, which is, I feel, the root of many psychological difficulties.


Monday 7 December 1998


Day off on Sunday. As I bled twice yesterday from the rectum – a thing that never happened me before – I have something of a new perspective on this venture.


Is that why my brain wasn’t so crowded with thoughts? I counted two hundred breaths and for a couple of short periods didn’t count at all. Much of this improvement was brought about by repeating on each breath ‘Sweep away all thought.’ Of course counting and repeating four words doesn’t leave much room for anything else. Still.


An image came into my mind of a man, I suppose a Japanese monk but he was very undetailed, sweeping a small stone yard with a broom until there was only one thought left, a gleaming grain of wheat, which he then swept away. It was a thought and I swept it away. Then I tried saying ‘Sweep sweeping away’, but stopped – that’s actually two thoughts, a language game.


Tuesday 8 December 1998


Had to go to doctor re bleeding, so my enlightenment consisted of his brawny finger up my anus. Very Zen.


In ‘Essential Zen’ Han Shan asks, ‘In what encounter were we drilled so that we have nine holes?’


At this point the reader, if my own experience is anything to go by, stops to count, and then realises, or should realise, how male-centred Zen thinking usually was, since the female count is different, by either one or three (if one allows, as one should allow, for the giving of milk). It is also the case that anyone who has read anything about the physics of small things doesn’t nowadays think of the body as holed in nine, ten or twelve places, but as an immense lacework lattice open to the constantly rushing galaxies of particles. The miracle is not that there are ways into and out of the body but that it is kept together at all. The cosmic porridge, though given to clumping, is very thin.


In the evening – a fine light blue one, with horizontal straggles of inky blue clouds just above the horizon – we went to town to hear Spike Robinson playing saxophone in Mother Hubbard’s. He must be at least 75, so he meant it when he said, ‘I’m very pleased to be here. In fact at my age I’m very pleased to be anywhere.’ Then he played ‘The Night We Called It A Day’ like an angel.


Wednesday 9 December 1998


Woke with a headache, though last night I’d only drunk two pints of stout. Meditated for 50 minutes. Unbelievable noise outside, including a trip-hammer ripping up the new pavement – that’s the way things work in Ireland: there’s nothing that can’t be improved by a patch of tar. Which thought ended the session. And yet I listened to the noise and was quite easy with it. And the headache went away, though that might have been due to the aspirin I’d taken. My breathing is, I think, a little less anxious. Sometimes I breathe very shallowly – I sip with my nose.


On the second hundred, when I came to 52, I thought again of my father, who died at that age, and then of myself at 53, my present age, and felt it deeply.


Two thoughts that came out of this and that relate to it: ‘No merit’ and ‘No pride’. I thought about both, and know that both are right, but I also realised rightness has nothing to do with it, and that here and even during the meditation the thoughts served twin faults I’ve had since I was a boy: a certain haughtiness towards others and a conviction of my own worth, an alliance of traits not made any more attractive by the shortage of supporting evidence.


Then I thought of William Cowper who described himself as ‘the dupe of tomorrow even from a child.’


Since I’m half-way through my screenplay about Cowper, he’s often in my thoughts.5 Last night I came to the point after he tried to hang himself and was confined in Dr Cotton’s School for the Mad (Collegium Insanorum) in St Alban’s, outside London, when he felt he’d been miraculously saved from his madness. This happened as a result of reading the verse in Romans 3.23 which describes




the redemption that is in Christ Jesus: Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God.





I’ve long wondered why Cowper was converted by this verse, but when I look it up in the Bible, I think I see a way to explain it. What follows the remission of sins is the declaration on which Protestantism built its church – ‘that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law’ – but even more important for the kind of Protestant Cowper became was the dual question then asked and answered by Paul:




Is he the God of the Jews only? Is he not also of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also: Seeing it is one God, which shall justify the circumcision by faith, and uncircumcision through faith.





My speculation is that Cowper suffered from some sort of genital deformity, saw the strange word ‘uncircumcision’, then applied that impossible reversal to his own poor penis, and in the application of it his soul was set free. The speculation is baseless but, as with the miracle, it allows the imagination a base to build on. What’s even more uselessly curious is that at the base of the penis there lies a body called Cowper’s Gland, a useful thing to have.


Life makes you think about it.


Thursday 10 September 1998


Bits of brick dust and crumbs of cake sponge litter the floor. That’s about it for today. Thoughts just as fragmentary kept coming into my head and I couldn’t not think them. Yet again the thoughts that seemed so real and so intense at the time have vanished like snow off a rope, as if they’d never been. But this one comes back to me now: my bones might as well be in a bone-pit, and will be soon enough. So there.


I also remember thinking about being joyful while meditating. I had an image of a monk starting off by swinging his leg with a swagger over into the lotus position, happy as Larry, as if he were taking satisfaction in banging shut a door. Can Zen joy be serious? Kierkegaard talks about his soul ‘in fear and trembling’, but I suppose he wouldn’t have shook/shaken so much unless he liked it, on the basis that ‘I flee from them that sometime did me seek.’ Inaccurate quote, from Sir Thomas Wyatt I think, but it’s always stuck in my mind like that. Later I look up the poem and it’s exactly the opposite of what I remember: ‘They flee from me that sometime did me seek.’ My version is truer to my experience.


Friday 11 September 1998


Forty minutes of breath counting. Unfocused, crowded, shifting, snuffling, adjusting the back, hands, feet. Also feelings of suffocation, of fear that I wouldn’t be able to catch the next breath. Took the phone off the hook and put it in a drawer, but I could hear it beeping against the loud ticking of the clock.


During my first 100 breaths I thought, if I was told that enlightenment was a few seconds away but that the postman was coming through the garden gate I’d go to see what he had in his bag.


Around breath 60 in the second 100 I got very annoyed and demanded of myself that I think about nothing but my breath until I’d reached the 200. It’s ridiculous, of course, to imagine that the will can conquer what can’t be defeated (because it doesn’t exist), but so what? – I had to do something. And I struggled and I struggled and on the ninety-first breath, lo!, like a messenger from the comic, the postman’s van passed the shed and stopped outside the house. I went on to 200 – what would I have done if I had been at number one? – and then rushed up the garden... to a phone-bill. For £250! Including £72 on calls to mobiles! I’ll kill those girls.


Saturday 12 September 1998


Fifty minutes. Stopped quite suddenly because for the first time I had a glimpse of what it might mean to meditate. The beginning was particularly bad. The whole posture business is very unsatisfactory, slumping and straightening all the time. Plus I was very aware of other physical things: swallowing, lip-licking (like a snake), a non-emotional tear that wanted to be rubbed away (but wasn’t), and a faint, almost non-existent headache, the sort of non-troublesome pain that a coffee can cure. I was also aware of general non-specific sensations, what I call ‘tasting the self’. The taste we normally have in the mouth, the sensation of forehead, nose, eyes and so on. I remembered an illustration I saw years ago in a Sunday Times colour supplement of the human body done in proportion to the way we perceive ourselves: a goblin with puny limbs and hugely exaggerated mouth, nose, eyes and ears.


This remembrance was interrupted after 15 minutes by the phone in the drawer crying out, ‘Dad, dad, dad!’ It was Clare [my daughter] wanting to make a call. We’d already had a spat over bringing her to my friend Serena to discuss minding her house next week, so I slammed the phone back on the hook. And started again.


My mind was wandering so much I decided to count in tens for a bit. Before the session I found myself wondering about how close in meaning the Japanese word ‘satori’ is to its English equivalent ‘enlightenment’. The English is so engrained in us that we fail to see how the formation of the word connects the concept to the reality it tries to describe – I refuse to believe that reality is no more than its description in exactly the same way I thought Ralph Ingersoll announcing to Irish Press executives, like a WASP Moses, that ‘perception is reality’ was bullshit.6


For English speakers ‘en’ (which occurs twice in the word) and ‘light’ (a universal abstraction) and ‘ment’ (a simple yet astounding suffix, meaning, perhaps, a state of being that has actually come into being) are natural compounds, however hard to understand. I bet the word ‘satori’ doesn’t work in the same way on the Japanese ear.


Anyway, having thought these probably inaccurate thoughts, I found myself being led on to thinking about ‘shibui’. What I like about the concept – something I’m so ignorant of that I may be making this up – is the Japanese way of concentrating meaning into the physicality of the word used for a concept: for example shibui means the juice of a persimmon. This way of thinking is – isn’t it? – completely foreign to us. We say something has style, for instance, or that it’s fantastic, or elegant, but we have no equivalent to saying, ‘That’s very persimmon juice.’ From thinking about that I moved on to remembering Tony O’Malley saying, ‘You can show shibui in anything you do, for instance in the way a hurler plays hurling.’7


I have to be honest and say that these thoughts are more clearly expressed here and take up more space than they did in the meditation. Nor can I say they led on to what happened next.


Angry with myself for letting my mind wander, I started to count in tens. After perhaps two or three of these I came to a point where I wasn’t breathing, the moment between exhalation and inhalation. And this was prolonged. Probably for only a few seconds. The image that came into my mind or emerged out of it – and it was far less pictorial than it sounds – was of a tower of stone paradoxically made out of flesh and blood. A tower, I think, because of sitting upright. But, I have to repeat, this is too precise for the vagueness of the image.


I don’t know how many breaths I took in this state – far less than ten I’d say – and most of them were immediately filled with self-consciousness – how else would I be telling lies about them here? – and then I stopped, suddenly. The point is I think I saw for the first time that there is a point in breathing the breath. What wouldn’t I have done had I not been afraid? Answer: less than I did. I wonder do the Japanese have this way of using double negatives to add irony to positive meaning.


Monday 14 September 1998


Had a very interesting session, but didn’t write immediately and now can’t remember anything.


Tuesday 15 September 1998


My main thought: I was alive yesterday and that life is forgotten today.


Before I began I re-read the opening pages of Pure Heart, Enlightened Mind, Maura O’Halloran’s wonderful Zen journal and letters.8 In some ways she is the most interesting Irishwoman of her generation. She was graduating from Trinity when I was going into the Government Information Services, so there’s a difference in age between us of ten years, but really there’s an aeon since I came from the Despair and she from the Hope. And a good part of the interest lies in the fact that she wasn’t trying to be interesting or famous or to make her mark; she lived the Zen years and, from what I can judge, the other years too, for their own sake.


What isn’t fully explained in the book is why and how she simply walked into a monastery on a Wednesday (18 November 1979) and the following Monday was inducted or baptised or whatever, and given the name Soshin, meaning ‘great enlightenment’ or ‘simple mind’ or ‘warm open frank heart’. Just like that: an Irishwoman in the midst of a jumble of Japanese men. And then zazen (meditation) and in a matter of months enlightenment and soon afterwards a kind of sainthood and three years later death in a bus crash in Thailand.


I’ve been toying with the idea of writing a screenplay about her, but I suppose that would be impossible: what makes her a ‘star’, and she is one, is not the comedy, getting pissed with the monks and so on, or the begging, or the good works, or the gardening, or in fact any action. It’s the stillness, and movies can’t bear what isn’t moving – quite rightly too.


Anyway what I started off the meditation with was the entry in her journal for the Saturday week after she entered the monastery. When she writes of ‘mu’ she is referring to the ‘koan’ she had been given as her starting point in meditation.




I work to mu. I hate the interruption of talking because slowly through the day and its idle chatter, nothingness slips. I meditate three times. My body. Inside and all around is nothing. No thing. No separation. A geyser in a lake appears to be a separate thing but is the lake. In the morning there is question-time. I ask Go Roshi (her teacher) the meaning of enlightenment. He strikes. Not hard. When you are hit, you feel pain.





After the session, walking up the garden to make a cup of tea, I think about the western scientific desire to reduce everything to its component parts, to the irreducible. This is the way I feel and think myself. I’m a complete rationalist and atheist (incomplete) and I don’t believe in magic (except generally). But, as the comedian Frank Carson says about his jokes, ‘It’s the way I tell them.’ It doesn’t bother me that the discreteness of phenomena and the entirely physical nature of life undermine our most dearly held notions, the continuity and coherence of personality for instance.


Similarly, when Francis Crick (if it is he) says that dreams are meaningless, simply the brain’s way of disposing of its synaptic rubbish, I’m not bothered by that either. So what? There is no magic in the world – though the very idea of it, black or white, is pretty magical, if only in the word invented for it. There is no unity, so there is no separation. The thought was very strong in my mind for a few moments: I was alive yesterday and now that’s forgotten. I’m alive today and I’ve forgotten that too. I thought of the seconds passing. Each of them that I thought was mine is gone.


The business about holding my breath, that’s one stumbling block. Logic won’t let me let it go. I’d like to stop but, quite naturally, I can’t. And the sense of suffocation, the fear that I could even cause my heart to stop beating, is tremendous. There was a wind outside. I thought about the air: it moves and it doesn’t make a sound and yet it causes sound. The rush is its light. Rush-light. Where does it start, where does it stop? No one could answer those questions. I remember trying to write this into a paragraph of a short story (called ‘South of North’) and spending a long time beating my prose head on it. The questions are unanswerable because they are language questions. No separation. No unity. No magic.


In the wind a magpie began chackering. I listened. And thought, human language really isn’t up to much.


Chackering is onomatopoeic but it doesn’t even get close to the actual sound. Although the ‘k’ comes near, the bird’s first syllable or consonant, the ‘ch’, is indescribable. Or is it? I suppose if I concentrated hard enough, I’d find an equivalent. Equivalence, now there’s a word to be going on.


Incidentally, and in order to raise the spiritual level of this stuff, I record here that I’m still bleeding from the rectum.


That reminds me of Maura O’Halloran’s basic word. A monk asked Jōshū, ‘Has a dog Buddha-nature or not?’ and Jōshū answered, ‘Mu’.9 The word could be said to mean ‘nothingness’, but the meaning is as disputed as the nullity.


Wednesday 16 September 1998


Re the above, or the below: today I’m fasting on the basis that if nothing goes in nothing will come out.


Woke up to a Zen truth: as I lay in bed I heard [my daughter] Camille saying in a tone of irritated wonderment, ‘He has stones in his pockets.’


She was going through my trousers for train-fare and had come upon some pebbles I’d picked up on the beach. The truth was the tone she said it in.


I’ve decided to start each session with short readings, to focus the mind. First, I read from Zen Comes West (sounds like a cowboy film) by Christmas Humphreys (Curzon Press 1977) where I discover him examining Ruth Sasaki’s contention that,




‘The sole way to achieve the Zen experience is by long training at the feet of qualified Zen masters... The beginning of Zen meditation should be counting the breaths, if need be, for years, and that, save for the study of recognised master’s (sic) sermons or sayings, this (sic) is all that Western students, in the absence of a Roshi, can usefully do together.’





Discussion, in Ruth’s view, is worse than a waste of time. Christmas disagrees with this. Then he has an exchange of letters on the subject with an Irishman called Terence (whom he addresses as Toby – don’t ask me why) and we’re into a controversy. It’s a good controversy too: the fact that enlightenment can’t be a purely disciplinary technique, the arrogance of the West in relation to the wisdom of the East, and so on – but I can’t find it useful as a preparation for meditating. So I pick up Maura O’Halloran and read:




At the English bookstore, all the conflicting theories of Zen and schools had confused and upset me. I bought a book I already had and then refused to read it. Words. I wanted to know from the inside.





I’ve only noticed now the poetry in buying a book she already has and then refusing to read it. But the general idea seemed right, and so I started.


Last night as I finished my stint on the screenplay I’m writing on the poet William Cowper, I looked up Zen on the internet and saved a file on the proper meditation techniques. So much detail! Very definite, for instance, on keeping the eyes open, looking down at 45 degrees – and I’m already well into keeping them closed. Then it’s left hand on right, and I’m the other way round. Myriads of stuff, which maybe I’ll get around to doing. I believe in formality – don’t I write in metre and rhyme? – but there’s controversy here too: why should I try to be formal when enlightenment has nothing to do with formality?


One piece of advice proved useful: to extend the neck as if the head is supporting the roof. In my case, this is mildly comical as the roof of the shed is pitched and I can see myself wearing it like some sort of pointy cap with the walls as wooden earmuffs.


(In passing: I miss-typed rhyme and got whyme. That’s the title of a song Linda Martin won the Eurovision Song Contest with – ‘Why Me?’ I make a vow to use it some day as a visual rhyme.)


Anyway, I began. The beginning was quite good. Irritation with the controversies I’d read about helped me turn away from them towards my breath solely. Also the wind was a great help – it banged branches of the trees on the roof and occasionally, at its strongest, it brushed the bushes against the walls, sounding deliberate and random, and I liked that. Also there were trains passing and cars and trucks with their different sounds, all made out of the air, like the wind. I thought ‘far off’. And then, after a fair while but probably inspired by the idea of ‘far off’, came the words,




A stone falls in the mountain.


No, that was a leaf.





Also I came up with a possible title for this diary. It results from the anticipation and disappointment I and millions of others must feel when we log on to our email server and get the message: ‘No new messages’. That’s what we deserve. But after that things degenerated into thinking useful thoughts, the best of which was that I’m going to ring my solicitor and get him to sort out the fee for the screenplay of Love and Rage.


Session lasted just short of an hour.


Thursday 17 September 1998


Yesterday afternoon went for a swim off the Vico Road. Before I dived in, I thought about what I was doing. In my daily swims it’s the moment that holds some dread: the shock of the cold water is just that: dreadful. Of course, I like it too or I wouldn’t do it. But maybe yesterday (and from yesterday) I saw that there is a way to like it more than I did before. (That’s a thought-rhyme I should make use of.)


The day was beautiful – windy out on the open sea but sheltered near the shore. After I swam, I sat naked on a stone bench with a straight back and looked at the sea and listened to the sound the water made against the rocks. Both were complex, unfollowably so. Luckily no one could see me, so I didn’t have to spend too much of the time checking to find if anyone was observing a balding madman staring into space.




A porpoise surfaced,


Crescenting


Through the water.


What am I looking for?


What I was looking at.





Afterwards when I was going into the supermarket in the main street in Dalkey Camille jumped on my back with her arms around my neck. She’d just got her Junior Cert results: two As, two Bs, four Cs and a D. We kissed and embraced.
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