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To our daughter Susanna and our son Eric


 

In a Garden of Ten Thousand Flowers

 

We try to believe

the wide shawl

of the black night sky

is stitched

with infinite

care and design.

 

We want to feel

in a garden of ten

thousand flowers

one life

means something

or anything

at all.

 

Some have found joy

in visions grand

as a celestial rose

or humble as heaven

in the palm of a hand.

 

But why this need

to elaborate

the mystery

of all that is?

 

Is it not enough

and more

to leave it all

unmetaphored?

To simply name

and let it

be.

 

As here

in this patch

of violets, in this stone

and in the encompassing

silence.


P R E F A C E

 

Stop now. Close your eyes. Take a deep breath. A deep breath—beginning right down in your abdomen and filling all the way up to your collarbone. And again. And now again. Three deep breaths. Now, relax. Gently and without judgment allow your attention to focus on the natural rhythm of your breath. Not on the thought “I am breathing” but on the experience of it. Whether in your nostrils, or at the back of your throat, or in your chest, or your abdomen, be aware of the breath as it comes in and goes out, as it rises and falls. Allow yourself to rest for a few moments in the breath. In and out, rising and falling. If your mind wanders, gently draw it back to your breathing. Rest in the awareness of the actual experience of it. Notice that no special effort is required. The breath breathes itself.

Allow yourself a few moments to do this.

Nothing we will say to you in this book will be as important as allowing yourself to stop now and do this.

Love yourself enough to stop and do this.

In just those few moments, you have had the basic experience of deep spiritual knowledge. You have allowed yourself to stop. You have brought your attention to your breath, to just your breath. And you have realized how inclined you are to do anything else but stop and pay attention.

That’s all there is to enlightenment. Stopping. Paying attention to just this, whatever it may be. Realizing that the mind will go anywhere else—which is the nature of the mind. And discovering that it’s possible, gently and without judgment, to come back to just this.


I N T R O D U C T I O N

 

Consider the lilies of the field. They toil not neither do they spin. Yet I say to you that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.

 

When we hear words like these we may think: what a wonderful insight! I wish I could be as wise as that. But the truth is that, to see the glory of those field lilies, all that’s required is that we stop and pay attention to a lily, to just one lily. The wonder is that this can be done every day by every one of us.

We hear a lot about the longing for spirituality. Even politicians tell us that their surveys show that lots of people have this longing. Spiritual longers.

At the same time we hear that many people are actually searching for spirituality. Spiritual seekers.

The delusion created by such thinking is that the spiritual is out there somewhere, either embodied in some person, or belief, or movement, or up on a mountain, or deep in some forest, or even in some church—to be longed for, searched for, sought out. Most of us are distracted from the truth of any experience by such delusions and become lost in them. It’s possible to create a whole fiction of our lives, one that goes very far from the spiritual center of things. And we have to work very hard to get back.

This can make the difference between taking things for granted and appreciating them. When we look away, out there, into the future, we naturally ignore what’s here, right before us, right within us, every day, every moment. Even if it’s something unpleasant, isn’t it better to acknowledge and address it, rather than skip over it or move away from it? Are we prepared only to accept reality when we like it—and even then, just taking it for granted as if we’re entitled to it? Or are we ready to appreciate it, knowing that whatever it is, it’s given to us?

A teacher in the Christian tradition was once asked whether he thought he would go to heaven when he died. He said he never thought of such things, they had no interest for him. The interviewer asked rather sternly how this could be, since the belief in heaven was central to his religion. The teacher said that he had no idea what would become of him after he died, except that he knew he would be in God’s hands. But, he added, he was in God’s hands now, so he figured it would all work out.

What then are we longing for? What are we searching for? And where is it?

It is not in some imagined “out there.” It’s here. In just this. When we hear God’s injunction to “go out,” stated so beautifully in the story of Abraham, we may think it means literally to go out somewhere—to a mountain or a desert in the old days; to India or Tibet more recently. But it doesn’t mean going anywhere. It means being here. Going out of the delusion and into just this.

But there are two good reasons for this misunderstanding. First, just this is often suffering, misery, pain, and torment. And secondly, “out there” is often a very pleasant fantasy.

 

    And one day, as he was setting out, a man ran up and fell on his knees before him, and said, “Good Rabbi, what must I do to gain eternal life?”

    And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone. You know the commandments: do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false witness, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.” And the man said, “Rabbi, all these I have kept since I was a boy.”

 

    And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said, “There is one thing that you lack: go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come and follow me.”

    But when he heard this, his face clouded over, and he went away sick at heart, for he was a man who had large estates.

    And Jesus looked around at his disciples and said, “Children, how hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God. It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”

 

This story refers to the great “out there,” the fantasy of material wealth. It may be money, or land, or political power. Or it may be a sexual fantasy, or an exaggerated interest in food, or just a belief that this is our world, that everything revolves around us—and especially around me. It is a very pleasant fantasy. One could even say that this is the central fantasy, the main distraction. The story of Adam and Eve in the Garden, one of our primary myths, centers on the strong temptation within us to make the world “mine”, to control it all, to possess it. As the story shows, when we yield to this temptation, we begin living in a world of our own making, not this world. We become distracted from this world, the world we can experience moment by moment just by stopping to pay attention, and we become lost in another “world” of which we ourselves appear to be the center. Living there results, as the story of the Garden goes on to reveal, in alienation, then fear and shame, and eventually war against the rest of creation.

In that story of Jesus, the man is offered the opportunity to let go, to give up what he’d been holding on to. In general, the story is a response to the tale of Adam and Eve. Just as we are tempted and yield to the temptation to be in control, to enter the delusion, and to become alienated, so we can free ourselves by giving up control, by giving in to our own experience, by being just who we are, now, here.

No wonder we don’t want to pay attention to just this, when just this reveals to us, as attention to the lilies reveals, that even the great Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like this one flower. And just this isn’t always a flower. There is a story in the Zen tradition of a man pursued by tigers until he is trapped at the edge of a steep cliff. When he looks down, there are more tigers below. He tries climbing down the cliff, and ends up holding on to a branch growing out of the cliff’s face. It is only a matter of time before he isn’t able to hold on any longer and falls to his death, to be torn apart by the tigers. He looks into the crevice from which the branch is growing and sees a wild strawberry. He picks it and eats it. It’s delicious! …But sometimes there is no strawberry, and just this is just pain, or just loneliness, or just suffering, or just terror, or just being torn apart.
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