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"Siting like a mountain, flowing like a river."
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I Sorry For the Inconvenience
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Doeke Algra, born in Menaldum twenty-eight years ago, was happy for a moment now. He had been more so before, sitting on his father's lap, watching the little dogs. There were no little dogs at all but that was part of the happiness. Old Doeke Algra, then a man in the prime of his life, had to work hard and came home tired in the evening and little Doeke was a busy little boss. He only wanted to sit quietly on his father’s lap when there was something to do. "Soon the little dogs will come," father Algra would say then and embrace his toddler and together they would look out of the narrow window of a low worker's cottage between gnarled willows and snooze away in each other's warmth while the little dogs didn't come.

- Janwillem van de Wetering
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Just a Day  
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A sunny Sunday morning... I was too early for an appointment and sat down on a wall to write down some things that had popped into my head on the way, while cycling. I sat there writing at leisure. In front of me the traffic was moving slowly, behind me there were some houseboats, a few swans in the canal.... 

"Could I disturb you for a moment?". 

Standing in front of me, as it soon turned out, was a Jehovah's Witness. I acted friendly and said I would like to continue working for a while. Whether he could give me something then? Sure, no problem... And he handed me a sheet of paper with on it in big letters: THE TRUTH.

I put "The Truth" in my bag and tried to concentrate again. Less than five minutes later, I was addressed again. This time by a homeless man who asked curiously what I was writing. I mentioned something about Zen Buddhism and the lesson I was preparing. He nodded in agreement, grabbed a leaflet from his bag of a zen centre nearby with the three familiar lines on the front:

"The way of zen is to study yourself.

To study yourself is to forget yourself.

To forget yourself is to be enlightened by the 10,000 things."

We talked further and he asked what for me the most important practice in zen is. Among other things, I mentioned meditation and he told me that he was just on his way to a place further down the road, where he always sits down to become quiet for a while.

A short conversation in which we had a moment of genuine contact without having to sell each other anything. I could have ignored him, which was actually also my first thought: yet another person who wants something from me when I would very much like to write down my oh-so-important thoughts. A homeless person who no doubt wants money but he wasn't asking for money....

This is a nice illustration of truth versus reality. The Jehovah's Witness who wanted to share his truths with me. How life should be lived. All those things that may or may not matter or the things that I should or should not pay attention to. And the reality that is always unpredictable. In which we have to be careful about whether or not things matter, good versus bad and okay versus not okay.

You can also see this as the difference between Western and Eastern thought, or between Western and Eastern philosophy. In the West, the main focus is on truth. We try to understand and map life by thinking about it, by theorising about it and also by dividing the world into good and bad.

Eastern thought is much more about being truly open to reality, without dividing it into good and evil. Sometimes it is also said that we should try to become one with the here and now.

That is one of the things practised in Zen Buddhism: being open to reality and seeing reality as it is, and not necessarily as we think it is or want it to be. It is also one of the reasons why Zen puts so much emphasis on meditation. We step out of our thoughts for a while, we try to become a little less attached to all those judgements we so often project on the world. We step into the void to become more open to reality. 

Sometimes life does that by itself... After all, that day was not over yet. After the appointment, I was cycling back home and suddenly I found myself behind a man who had a dog sitting on the back of his bike. Quite a big dog in a rather small basket. And that dog was sitting there looking around delightedly, the wind ruffling its hair, its tongue lolling out of its mouth. A pleasant sight.

The man is riding on, and I am cycling behind him. I can see other people smile as he passes by. Not once but several times. Not just one smile, several smiles. At the next traffic light, I talk to him. I tell him it looks so good. And he explains that this works as long as you practise it from an early age. Besides, this dog just happens to have a good sense of balance...

I address the man because he gives me a smile. He smiles because I like what he is doing, because I am interested. This is also living in the here and now, or reality. These are what I call the Golden Moments. And especially in a big city, there are quite a lot of those. Striking events, which pleasantly wake us up to the moment and give us a chance to really connect with another person or with the here and now for a moment....

We so often let life pass in the familiar autopilot attitude. Once again, we are stuck in our own cocoon of thoughts. Especially when things are not going well for us: my life is very disappointing, my relationship is not going well, my career is on the rocks, it will never work out well for me.... 

There is always something to feel bad about. But instead of just looking at the ground, contemplating your life, you can also open your eyes to the world around you. Everyday life offers countless moments that can give us a brief wake-up call. Do you see the little dog? Or the homeless person? There are so many such  moments. Can you see them? 
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“Our Father, Who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name; Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil...”

For those who don't recognise it ­something of which you can’t be sure nowadays: this is the Lord's Prayer, the most famous prayer in Christianity. I had a regular prayer ritual for a long time, roughly from when I was 11 years old until sometime in my early 20s. Every night before going to bed, I would recite this text: "Our father who art in heaven..."

It's not that I was brought up with prayer. I started praying after my mother died, when I was 11 years old. I was angry so I went ahead and had a conversation with what I then saw as the highest: God. Of course, I cursed him abundantly. Why did this have to happen? Why this, why that...

But that conversation, which eventually became a kind of prayer, stayed with me for a long time. And the prayer also took on a fixed pattern. First the Lord's Prayer, followed for a brief period by a Hail Mary. Then came the leftovers, but those were actually the most important parts because that was my personal wish list.

I started modestly by thanking God for the beautiful day. Even if it had not been a beautiful day at all, I felt I ought to say so anyway. After all, I had already figured out that all experiences in life are important. Whether they are nice or not, they surely serve some kind of purpose.

After that, the list quickly became a lot more pragmatic. "God, would you please make sure that..." and then my list of priorities followed. "God, would you see to it that my father, my brother, me, my friends... get through this night alive without a single scratch." Of course, as time went on, that proved impossible, but still this topic remained in the prayer and I changed the list to who was important in my life at the time.

After this came the daily projects I needed help with. Such as that week's exam, driving lessons, an important appointment... Whether God would help me with those. And the conversation became even more pragmatic: "God, would you help me with... 5.6 million." In which, of course, the question was whether I could win that amount. Think of the jackpot of any lottery. At the time, I also thought 5.6 million was a realistic amount. Because you can't do that much with 1 million, I had thought. I ended up asking 5.6 million and I also thought, and that was quite generous, that I would give half of it away to some of my best friends.

At the end of this praying ritual always came the same last bit: "Lord, if I have anything left to pray for, I hope you won’t mind." After all, you never know if you have asked for too much. And all the way to the end: "If there is anything I can do for you, just let me know." This was a kind of gesture to God; a person should also be willing to give something in return.

Why am I telling this personal story? Partly because of its naivety and pragmatism, of course, but mostly because of the humanity that lies in all such wishes. People often say “If you wish for something, do something for it. Instead of praying for help during an exam, just study a little longer. Or, if you wish for millions, at least actually play in that lottery.

Of course they are right. But it is precisely not about the obligation to reality but, above all, about humanity: All those impossible wishes... I remind myself, through that ritual of prayer, of all those things I secretly want. Call it a paradise, a utopia. Ideals that can't be. People do die, of course, but... It's not what I want! THIS IS WHAT I WANT! This is my wish list!

There is a beautiful softness in it. A reminder of how you actually want the world to be. Or how you would want life to go. An acknowledgement of all those deepest wishes, however childish or naive they may be. And in the evening, just before going to sleep, a moment is reserved for that by uttering them.

In a way, Buddhism is quite hard. Because it keeps teaching us to see reality as it is rather than reality as we wish it to be. At the same time, it does not say you should not wish. This is an important point that is sometimes debated in Buddhism.

Its roots lie in the Buddha's second truth. In all, there are four truths of which the first is: Life is Suffering. This is followed by the second truth: Suffering is caused by desire, by wanting to have, wanting to be. And then come the "solutions". The third truth, the observation that desire can be broken by the fourth truth: following the Eightfold Path.

Back to the second truth: Suffering is caused by desire; Wanting to have, or wanting to be. Sometimes it is said, Take away the wish, then the suffering will also be over. This makes some people conclude that you shouldn't wish. After all, that's the obvious solution: Let's not wish for anything anymore, after all, then there is no suffering....
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