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Introduction




I chose Ordinary Beauty as the title for this book because it is not about transcendence but about living in the mundane world.


‘Buddhism is daily life.’ This is an adage I have lived by for the last twenty-six years. Twenty-six years of twice-daily prayers and constant self-examination. I always thought I knew what it meant: ‘Buddhism is daily life.’ It means you live your life as best you can. It means that it is not just about prayers, morning and evening, it is about constant vigilance. It means watching your behaviour and striving always to correct it. And so I have lived in this way. I was my own headmistress – watching, berating, correcting. If I could just correct a behaviour, I would be a ‘good Buddhist’. I would learn whatever lesson I needed to learn, and I would be happy.


Side by side with this Calvinist approach to Buddhism, my worldly desires have continued to run wildly. I have always had grand dreams and ambitions, which have only ever been partially realised. I have always wanted to be better, thinner, richer, prettier. I have longed for glamour and adventure, always assuming that where I was and what I was just wasn’t enough. I believe that this inability to accept myself and my life, both spiritual and worldly, was one of the primary causes of the depression that has dogged me for so many years.


My depression slowly took hold in my thirties and forties, but it was in my fifties that it really became embedded. I began to feel I was running out of time. Time to live and time to be happy, or at least content. I was no longer young, I had lived more of my life than was left to live. I really had to find peace before it was too late. So I decided to really turn and face the ‘enemy’. Running away and thinking from the outside in hadn’t yielded the prize of enlightened ease, so maybe inside out was the way to deal with it.


So I started to look into my deeply held beliefs about everything. My family, my friends, my relationship, Buddhism, work, time, space, eternity but mainly myself. Who am I when all things are stripped away? All the provisional identities I have – woman, actress, Irish, success, failure, happy, sad, spiritual seeker, sensation junkie, lover, hater, kind, peevish, good, bad … What am I when I sit with nothing? Who am I when I stop yearning? When I stop trying to make things happen?


The beguiling and frustrating answer is: Damned if I know. That may seem like a negative statement but, for me, it was the beginning of freedom. Far from being a frightening discovery, this non-realisation was a wonderful relief. I was a speck whirling through time and space, confounded by the immensity of it, beaten down by experience and entranced by the mystery of it all. That’s all.


So I began to sit with this ‘not knowingness’. After a while, the sense of yearning and grasping, that wanting to have something I couldn’t have or be something I couldn’t be, started to settle. After a while, where I was and what I was, was enough. I haven’t become enlightened, I am still a lost soul, and I tend to slip back into that grasping that the Tibetans call the hungry ghost quite often but, somehow, I get myself back to the sanity of being content to live the mystery of life, not solve it.


As always happens when a life lesson is learned, I did not plan it. I found myself more in the right place at the right time.


In November 2013, I joined a group of women in a cottage at the foot of Lough Crew in County Meath. We had gathered to celebrate the feast of Samhain, the Celtic new year. There were no fireworks or trick or treating or ducking for apples because, contrary to the modern belief about Hallowe’en and the time around it, Samhain is a quiet time. A time for going inward, a time for reflection. We sat and talked quietly about life and the meaning of it. We laughed gently and ate cake. At the end of the gathering, a woman used a Tibetan singing bowl to bring us into meditation. Its sound echoed in the warm room and we sat in silence for a long time. It was a wild evening, and the wind and rain howled and battered at the windows. When a realisation comes, it is hard to describe it, but I will try. In that silence with those women on that furious evening, it felt right, complete. I can’t give a meaning to it because it just was. I don’t even know what ‘it’ is. It is. That’s all. That is what ordinary beauty is trying to point at. The ‘suchness’ of everything.


Pain, loss, love, youth, beauty, age, trees, birds, even ugliness, all take their place in the right order. It is perfect just as ‘it’ is. It is when we try to change, and manipulate ‘it’ to suit our own ego-bound agenda, that pain arises. So I am in the process of letting go all the provisional identities I wrote of earlier. Of trying to regain my lost and very deeply buried humility. It is not an easy task.


By letting go, I do not mean giving up. I still have my dreams and I want to be all that I can be. It would be a sin not to self-actualise, so great is the gift of life. I just want to move with life rather than pull against it. This I believe enables me to let go and not give up at the same time.


In letting go, I find I have become more alert to the beauty of life. Of everything. I see more when I manage to get out of my own way. The innocence of people when doing no harm and the beauty of the natural world. I enjoy the fun of watching my dog as he lives his doggy life, of giving voice to a straight-laced little hen who isn’t too gone on sex. I embrace the sheer joy of deciding to be silly. I watch little dramas as they happen, on the streets and roads and fields. Instead of hating my kitchen, I can see the extraordinary in a boiling potato … not always, but it has happened.


This morning, as I battle with the need to write and the desire to eat cake, that phrase – ‘Buddhism is daily life’ – is running around my mind. But today, it is accompanied by another: ‘No affairs of life or work are separate from the ultimate reality.’ These sayings are pulling me up again.


Recently, I heard myself say to a friend, ‘I want my whole life to be a prayer.’ I knew I didn’t mean a sort of Holy Mary, no-fun kind of life. A bit like my old life that I had let go, when I was my own prison guard. No, I feel I am being drawn to a life of joyful participation. I am beginning to think that that’s what these two Buddhist sayings mean. ‘Buddhism is daily life’, could that mean that what is happening all the time is ‘it’, is God, is Buddhism? ‘No affairs of life or work are separate from the ultimate reality’, does that mean that everything from buttering your toast to giving birth is a sacred act, an act of prayer?


The only problem then is negative acts – killing, bullying, hurting – are they prayers? Of course they are. They are prayers of negativity. They are prayers of separation. Separation from ‘it’.


‘Strive to cultivate the treasures of the heart’ is another Buddhist adage. Now, I think I’ve got it: In the heart, there is no separation. When we lead with the heart, we see ‘us’ instead of ‘them’. We see our selves as part of everything, rather than separate from it. In slowing down and letting go, I stopped obeying my ego. That part of me that wants to be somebody, the part of me that wants to say ‘look at me’ all the time. In slowing down and letting go, I led with my heart. I took my place in the universe rather than vainly trying to carve it out. It’s restful here. I like it. My heart feels at home.


Now I have come to realise that nothing makes me happier than expressing love. Not because I’m a saint, I would hate that, but because my heart is being listened to at last, and that is what my heart wants. To express love is not just the words or the action. For me, it is seeing. Seeing the divinity in ordinary things – to see a water hen and delight in its presence or to see a bit of life unfolding on a street and be entranced by it.


The world’s churches, mosques and temples are indeed beautiful sacred places, but worship can also take place in a hen house as the little feathery beings go about their chickeny lives. The feeling of a November evening as I gather sticks can be as sacred as a high mass. To imagine my dog’s life is to love him for what he is. Because underneath all the differences lies the heart that just wants to love. This sounds so holy, I’m making myself sick. I’m not holy and I have so many flaws they are beyond counting. I still swear and have been known to gossip, I sometimes drink too much and eat too much and spend too much. I can scare myself with how mean-minded I can be.


I won’t give up, however, and, as my days on earth pass, I get more adept at seeing my flaws as a witness does. When some meanness arises in me, I look at it as though I’m in a helicopter flying high above it and say, ‘Now isn’t that interesting? I didn’t know I could be so peevish.’ And the meanness passes through me – noticed, but not acted upon. The only thing that is certain for me is that I want to love and learn, and try to leave this planet with more kindness and wisdom than I came in with. And I want to pray. Pray like ‘Hallelujah’ by Leonard Cohen, for I would rather a broken hallelujah than a self-righteous one.


For all my flaws and weaknesses, gripes and anger, I’m part of this great, immense, unfathomable cosmic pattern, as we all are. That has sweetness in it. That has hope in it. To keep going, no matter what, to keep trying to love and laugh and pray, in other words to keep living until I die.
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