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Preface

From my parents and grandparents, who were born during America’s century of apartheid, from unrecorded stories I heard told by family and friends, then later from a lifetime of studying black culture, literature, and history, I came to see that if black America has a defining essence (eidos) or meaning that runs threadlike from the colonial era through the post—Civil Rights period, it must be the quest for freedom. This particular, eidetic sense of our collective meaning, arising out of historical conditions, and the way the Founding Fathers’ ideal of freedom was inscribed with a special meaning in the souls of black folk, has shaped almost every story, essay, novel, drawing, teleplay, and critical article I’ve composed for the last three and a half decades. No matter whether I was writing about Frederick Douglass or James Weldon Johnson, Booker T. Washington or Harriet Beecher Stowe,Ralph Ellison or Phillis Wheatley, my sense of black life in a predominantly white, very Eurocentric society—a slave state until 1863—was that our unique destiny as a people, our duty to our predecessors who sacrificed so much and for so long, and our dreams of a life of dignity and happiness for our children were tied inextricably to a profound and lifelong meditation on what it means to be free. Truly free.

It has only been in the last thirty-seven years that black Americans have legally enjoyed the constitutional rights guaranteed to all this nation’s citizens—and even then, obviously, we have numerous examples of those rights being violated. (Those few decades, I should note, are so brief, a mere blink of the eye when compared to four centuries of chattel slavery and Jim Crow segregation.) As a teenager I wondered, and I wonder still, are we free now? And if so, free to do what? Was our ancestors’ ancient struggle for liberation realized in 1964 with the passage of the Civil Rights Act? Or in ’65 with the Voting Rights Act? Or are the pointed questions of W. E. B. Du Bois in his address “Criteria of Negro Art”—“What do we want? What is the thing we are after?”—even more urgent today, and less easy to answer, than when African-Americans were blatantly denied basic, human rights and treated as pariahs?

Listen to Du Bois seventy-six years ago:

“If you tonight suddenly should become full-fledged Americans; if your color faded, or the color line here in Chicago was miraculously forgotten; suppose, too, you became at the same time rich and powerful;—what is it that you would want? What would you immediately seek? Would you buy the most powerful of motor cars and outrace Cook County? Would you buy the most elaborate estate on the North Shore? Would you be a Rotarian or a Lion or a What—not of the very last degree? Would you wear the most striking clothes, give the richest dinners and buy the longest press notices?” (See the essay “A Sangha by Another Name” for a longer citation from this provocative speech.)

Du Bois knew his audience well. They were members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, freedom fighters all, and they heard his beautiful address in Chicago in October of 1926. He knew some of those in attendance probably thought they would be well satisfied—like most Americans today—with powerful automobiles, huge estates, striking clothes, rich dinners, fame, honorific titles, wealth, power, and other materialistic (and short-lived) status symbols that Du Bois dismissed as “tawdry and flamboyant.” But because he was one of the founders of the NAACP, an organization devoted to a vision of the complete advancement of black Americans, spiritual as well as political, cultural as well as economic, Du Bois urged them not to let their ennobling journey to greater freedom degenerate into a selfish, vulgar hedonism, or a desire for the ephemeral baubles that the least enlightened members of WASP America so jealously guarded. No, I do not believe he saw freedom’s fulfillment taking the form of shopping at Saks Fifth Avenue, or Andy Warhol’s fifteen minutes of fame, or in the egoistic pursuit of things cheap, banal, and self-centered. For Du Bois, life’s work was grander than that. Back then, he believed long-denied freedom would eventually come to black America, but with it there would be a daunting choice and the ethical challenge every human being must face. “There has been progress,” he said, “and we can see it day by day looking back along blood-filled paths … But when gradually the vista widens and you begin to see the world at your feet and the far horizon, then it is time to know more precisely whither you are going and what you really want.”

Closer to our own time, Martin Luther King Jr. offered similarly trenchant counsel to black (and all) Americans in his sermon “Rediscovering Lost Values,” delivered on February 28, 1954, at Detroit’s Second Baptist Church. There, just a year before the Montgomery Bus Boycott, he railed against “relativistic ethics,” “pragmatism” applied to questions of right and wrong, and the “prevailing attitude in our culture,” which he described as “survival of the slickest.” (Does any of this seem familiar in respect to events on Wall Street in the summer of 2002?) He reminded these parishioners of that universally recognized formula for karma in Galatians 6:7 (“You shall reap what you sow”); he told them that “all reality hinges on moral foundations,” and he moved on to critique American materialism when he said, “The great problem facing modern man is that the means by which we live have outdistanced the spiritual ends for which we live …”

These cultural questions, so eloquently expressed by Du Bois and King (and many others), which pose the ancient, pre Socratic problem of how shall we live, consumed my imagination and intellectual interests from adolescence into adulthood. They kept me up late at night. They colored my perceptions of all I saw and heard in the 1960s and 1970s. They were behind my first practicing meditation when I was fourteen, falling in love with philosophy when I was eighteen, and equally behind my turn to writing novels at twenty-two. This historic devotion to freedom by black America’s finest leaders also prepared me in my depths for embracing the Buddhist Dharma as the most revolutionary and civilized of possible human choices, as the logical extension of King’s dream of the “beloved community,” and Du Bois’s “vision of what the world could be if it was really a beautiful world.”

Were it not for the Buddhadharma, I’m convinced that, as a black American and an artist, I would not have been able to successfully negotiate my last half century of life in this country. Or at least not with a high level of creative productivity, working in a spirit of metta toward all sentient beings, and selfless service to others as a creator, teacher, husband, father, son, colleague, student, lecturer, editor, neighbor, friend, and citizen, which, in my teens, were ideals I decided I valued more than anything else. The obstacles, traps, and racial minefields faced by black men in a society that has long demonized them as violent, criminal, stupid, bestial, lazy, and irresponsible are well-documented. (See the book Black Men Speaking, which I coauthored with John McCluskey Jr.) And we know without needing to go into details about the difficult challenges, personal and professional, that serious literary craftsmen face at any time—and in any era—during their careers. For me, Buddhism has always been a refuge, as it was intended to be: a place to continually refresh my spirit, stay centered and at peace, which enabled me to work joyfully and without attachment even in the midst of turmoil swirling round me on all sides, through “good” times and “bad.” So I am thankful for the perennial wisdom in its two-millennia-old sutras; the phenomenological insights of Shakyamuni himself into the nature of suffering, craving, and dualism; the astonishing beauty of Sanskrit, which I’ve been privileged to study now for five years; and the methods of different forms of meditational practice, the benefits of which fill whole libraries.

Early in the twentieth century, writer Jean Toomer recognized that Eastern philosophies and religions supported, refined, and shored up the African-American quest for freedom, providing the inner revolution necessary for completing the worldly changes our predecessors labored so hard to achieve. I believe he would be pleased to find that an increasing number of black American writers and scholars today (Thulani Davis, Jan Willis, Alice Walker, Angel Kyoto Williams) as well as entertainers (Tina Turner) are Buddhists or regularly practice some form of meditation (Trey Ellis), belong to one of its many schools, such as Theravada,Vajrayana, Ch’an, or Pure Land, or are fellow travelers such as bell hooks and Steven Barnes. (Officially, I’m registered as a member of Daigo-ji Temple, Rinzai sect, in Osaka; but the truth is that I’ve always been shamelessly non-sectarian.)

The number of black Dharma practitioners will, I predict, grow significantly in the twenty-first century, particularly among our scholars who want a spiritual practice not based on faith or theism and compatible with the findings of modern science; and also among our groundbreaking, innovative artists and writers whose spirit and sense of adventure cannot be contained by the traditions of the West (which, of course, they appreciate), and who hunger—as I did—to experience the world through and be enriched by as many cultural perspectives as possible. All are our human inheritance; and all, like Buddhism, have something valuable we can learn.

DR. CHARLES JOHNSON

SEATTLE, JULY 2002


ON
BUDDHISM


Reading the Eightfold Path

The coming of Buddhism to the West may well prove to be the most important event of the Twentieth Century.

—Arnold Toynbee

To study the way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be enlightened by all things. To be enlightened by all things is to remove the barriers between oneself and others.

—Dogen

All parts of the universe are interwoven with one another, and the bond is sacred.

—Marcus Aurelius

According to poet-philosopher Ashvaghosa’s Buddha-charita, a Sanskrit poem that presents the first legendary history of the Buddha (whose name means “Awakened One”), Prince Siddhartha’s experience of enlightenment came during three “watches” or phases as he sat in meditation.1 He saw most clearly during the first watch his thousands of births and former lives. During the second watch he “beheld the whole world as in a spotless mirror”2 (here the frequently used metaphor of the “mirror,” which occurs often in Buddhist literature,3 suggests a consciousness free of all obscuring delusions), seeing the entire universe of births and deaths driven by higher and lower merit (karma). Finally, when he entered the third watch, the Buddha saw the twelve causal links in the chain of dependent origination4 and the Four Noble Truths. It is the fourth of these truths that will be the focus of this examination. In Ashvaghosa’s poem, written in approximately 100 C.E., the Buddha expresses the Four Noble Truths in a terse, fourfold description compressed into a single sloka:

This is pain, this also is the origin of pain in the world of living beings; this also is the stopping of pain; this is that course that leads to the stopping.5

What is appealing about this simple, epigrammatic statement is that it is both eidetic and a description of the empirical evidence Shakyamuni encountered in the depths of meditation. This is pain, he says in the First Noble Truth, where “this” refers to the entire phenomenal field of perception, to all worldly experience, which is characterized by impermanence and some form of suffering or duhkha (duh, “bad”; kah, “hole.” Think of the hole amiddlemost a wheel, one that so poorly joins with a wagon’s axle that we experience our ride through life as rough and bumpy). The second truth, this also is the origin of pain in the world of living beings, identifies thirst (trishna) or selfish desire arising from attachment as the root of duhkha. When he says, This also is the stopping of pain (the Third Noble Truth), the Tathagata is merely reporting that he has seen how some men and women escape duhkha. And the fourth truth, This is that course which leads to the stopping, points directly to the interconnected items of the spiritual and ethical program that brings deliverance, which we call the Eightfold Path, the Astangika Marga, or the Arya Astanga Marga.

“Just as one would examine gold through burning, cutting, and rubbing, so should monks and scholars examine my words,” the Buddha said.6 “Only thus should they be accepted; but not merely out of respect for me.” He asked no one to believe or take his statements as articles of faith, or on authority. His was a philosophy that seldom, if ever, forced its adherents to proselytize. Rather, like a phenomenologist, the Buddha emphasized during his forty-five years as a teacher, “Do not go by oral tradition, by lineage of teaching, by hearsay, by a collection of scriptures, by logical reasoning, by inferential reasoning, by reflection on reasons, by the acceptance of a view after pondering it, by the seeming competence of a speaker, or because you think, ‘The ascetic is our teacher.’ But when you know for yourselves, ‘These things are unwholesome, these things are blamable; these things are censured by the wise; these things, if undertaken and practiced, lead to harm and suffering,’ then you should abandon them.”7 A testament to how many people have agreed with his critique of the human condition can be found in the fact that at one time one-third of the human race were the Buddha’s students and followers;8 and today Buddhism has 360 million adherents.

If one’s own life confirms the first three Noble Truths, then the Eightfold Path ineluctably follows as the means for systematic spiritual practice. The term that precedes each step [image: Image] (samyak) has often been translated by Westerners as the word “right.” This is not inaccurate, but it can be misleading in respect to Buddhist ontology and the ethical position that account of reality produces. Among the several meanings of samyak we find “rightly,” “correctly,” “truly,” and “properly.” It also means “perfect,” a translation Buddhist scholar Lama Govinda preferred (as does your servant) because “perfect” suggests wholeness and completeness, and sidesteps the dualism implied by such terms as “right” and “wrong.” Each of the steps on the Path has a canonical interpretation; in fact, there are different readings spread across several schools, sects, and traditions. Here I hold with the explanation of the eight steps presented in the Mahasatipatthana Sutra (The Greater Discourse on the Foundations of Mindfulness).9 One learns after decades of meditation and mulling over these polysemous steps that each deepens and grows richer over one’s lifetime, so that any single interpretation of, say, “Conduct” (or Action) must be seen as reflecting only a fraction of its fullness. With this in mind, the steps on the Eightfold Path are:

Perfect View    samyag-dristhi   [image: Image]

Perfect Thought   samyak-sankalpa   [image: Image]

Perfect Speech   samyag-vach   [image: Image]

Perfect Conduct   samyak-karmanta   [image: Image]

Perfect Livelihood<  samyag-ajiva   [image: Image]

Perfect Effort   samyag-vyayama   [image: Image]

Perfect Mindfulness   samyak-smrti   [image: Image]

Perfect Concentration   samyak-samadhi   [image: Image]

Generally, in most Western translations the Arya Astanga Marga appears with its steps in this order. But this is not a linear movement. I will discuss them in terms of the progression above, seriatim, as most commentators do, with the caveat that the remarks about each stage will be filtered through and informed by the illuminating explanations of great teachers such as Thich Nhat Hanh. Strictly speaking, for a practitioner, the first realized steps on the Path are stages 3-5 (ethical living), followed by 6-8 (freedom from attachment), and ending with 1-2 (nonconceptual insight or wisdom).10 Groupings and regroupings of the eight steps have consumed the energy of scholars for twenty-six hundred years. In his guide to Buddhism, John Snelling follows previous commentators when he suggests that “the path can be further subdivided into three main elements: wisdom (panna), morality (sila), and meditation (samadhi).”11 (Incidentally, in different versions of the Path we find variations in the list, for example, the word understanding may appear instead of view, and resolve often replaces the word thought.) I believe some grouping of the eight steps can be useful. However, unlike Snelling, my preference is to group Views and Thoughts together as a “first philosophy” or the ontological side of the Path; Speech,Action, and Livelihood as a guide for civilized living in the shifting social world; and, lastly, Effort, Concentration, and Mindfulness as praxis, or the steps directed specifically at developing the skills and techniques, through Vipassana “insight” meditation, that shore up the other five. Naturally, all the steps presuppose, depend upon, complement, and complete each other; they are not taken one at a time, but worked on simultaneously, and as one matures with them, understanding of the steps deepens. (“Morality practiced alone can lead to involvement with other beings, as one will not have a correct view of reality as ‘voidness.’ Wisdom practiced alone can lead to a kind of moral and spiritual alienation from persons and things.”)12 They are all aspects, as Heidegger might say, of a particular Dasein or “being-in-the-world,” and, by virtue of that, the eight steps must be thought about holographically or seen as prismatic sides of the same process of living. Taken as a whole, the steps of the Eightfold Path codify a profoundly human cultural vision that is in sync with the world as it is portrayed by quantum physics:13 a vision postcultural American society at the dawn of the twenty-first century can benefit from immensely.14

PERFECT VIEW

In the Mahasatipatthana Sutra, the Buddha says, “And what, monks, is Right View? It is, monks, the knowledge of suffering, the knowledge of the origin of suffering, the knowledge of the cessation of suffering, and the knowledge of the way of practice leading to the cessation of suffering. This is called Right View.”15

There is no philosophical teaching more radical, emancipatory, nonessentialistic, and empathetic than the Dharma. The Buddha’s explanation of “Right View” states it demands a knowledge of the Four Noble Truths. He is concerned with but a single question, namely, why does suffering arise and how can we end it? Even more to the point is the question of who suffers? This is an ontological, epistemological, and moral question—the ancient problem of how one is to reconcile the One and the Many—which Buddhism addresses through the doctrine of “Dependent Origination.” Thich Nhat Hanh, a master teacher of the Dharma, who was nominated by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. for the Nobel Peace Prize, calls this ontological stance “inter-being.” His eloquent explanation of this neologism appears in Living Buddha, Living Christ:

If we study the teachings of the Buddha and if we observe our own minds, we will find there is nothing permanent within the constituents of what we call our “self.” The Buddha taught that a so-called “person” is really just five elements (skandhas) that come together for a limited period of time: our bodies, feelings, perceptions, mental states, and consciousness. These five elements are, in fact, changing all the time. Not a single element remains the same for two consecutive moments.

Not only is our body impermanent, but our so-called soul is also impermanent. It, too, is comprised only of elements like feelings, perceptions, mental states, and consciousness. … According to the teachings of the Buddha, “birth” does not exist either. Birth generally means from nothing you become something, and death generally means from something you become nothing. Before its so-called birth, this flower already existed in other forms—clouds, sunshine, seeds, soil, and many elements. Rather than birth and rebirth, it is more accurate to say “manifestation” (vijñapti) and “remanifestation”…. When conditions are no longer sufficient and the flower ceases to manifest, we say the flower has died, but that is not correct either. Its constituents have merely transformed themselves into other elements, like compost and soil. We have to transcend notions like birth, death, being, and non-being. Reality is free from all notions.16

A lifetime of meditational practice has taught Thich Nhat Hanh that “in Buddhism there is no such thing as an individual.” 17 Rather, all beings are relational and appear, as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. put it during the Birmingham campaign in 1963, “caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”18 Knowing that “all life is interrelated,” this Civil Rights leader, who was surely an American Gandhi, said, “We are everlasting debtors to known and unknown men and women…. When we arise in the morning, we go into the bathroom where we reach for a sponge provided for us by a Pacific Islander. We reach for soap that is created for us by a Frenchman. The towel is provided by a Turk. Then at the table we drink coffee, which is provided for us by a South American, or tea by a Chinese, or cocoa by a West African. Before we leave for our jobs, we are beholden to more than half the world.”19

Thich Nhat Hanh and Dr. King understand “Right View” as, first and foremost, a perception of reality as a We-relation. Even Buddhism, says Thich Nhat Hanh, “is made only of non-Buddhist elements, including Christian ones, and Christianity is made of non-Christian elements, including Buddhist ones.”20 (Which is why many “Buddhists” refuse to call themselves that, preferring instead to simply and humbly say they are students of the Dharma.) This thing we call “self” is, depending on the spiritual angle from which it is viewed, everything. And nothing.21 It is empty (sunyata), possessing no essence or intrinsic reality; it is, at best, a process dependent each and every moment on all other beings.22 A verb, not a noun. Or we might discuss each individual as an ever-changing “event” or “occurrence” in terms of the metaphysical position Alfred North Whitehead presents in Process and Reality.23 In The Buddhist Vision, Alex Kennedy (Dharmachari Subhuti) expands beautifully on this insight when he writes:

… everything conditioned is part of a process whose essential nature is change. Nothing, however vast and long lasting, is exempt from this universal law…. A tree has no reality apart from the sum of the attributes which present themselves to our senses. It is like a pointillist painting, a cloud of dancing atoms, molecules, and perhaps more subtle forces in constant motion. Even these particles are, of course, not realities but are themselves compounded of smaller units which can be subdivided indefinitely. When we analyze any object, we can never come to a substance beyond which our analysis cannot penetrate. We can never find anything conditioned which has an underlying substantial reality…. All things, whether subject or object, are processes linked together in an intricate network of mutual conditions…. The ordinary man is distracted by the bright surface of the world and mistakes this for reality.24

(Which, in Whiteheadean metaphysics, might be called the Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness.)

“Perfect peace,” said Shakyamuni, “can dwell only where all vanity has disappeared.”25 The word nirvana means “to blow out” (nir “out”; vana “blow”). In other words, when the mistaken belief in a separate “self” is extinguished like a candle’s flame, the experiential realm of suffering and illusion, samsara, which so often is created and conditioned by our notions and concepts about life,26 is replaced—as a mirage might be or the shadows in Plato’s cave—because underneath it all, underneath it all, is a perception of being that has always been present, like dark matter, though hitherto it was obscured by the illusion of the ego. Samsara and nirvana are but two sides—or phenomenological profiles—of the same world, and which one of these two incompossible visions we experience depends on our level of consciousness. In On the Transmission of Mind, Huang Po insists, “Hills are hills. Water is water. Monks are monks. Laymen are laymen. But these mountains, these rivers, the whole world itself, together with sun, moon, and stars—not one of them exists outside your minds! The vast chiliocosm exists only within you, so where else can the various categories of phenomena possibly be found? Outside Mind, there is nothing.”27 For this reason, after his awakening, the poet Bunan confesses,

The moon’s the same old moon,
The flowers exactly as they were,
Yet I’ve become the thingness
Of all the things I see.28

“When you are able to get out of the shell of your small self,” adds Thich Nhat Hanh, “you will see that you are interrelated to everyone and everything, that your every act is linked with the whole of humankind and the whole cosmos.”29 In other words, whatever it is, it is you.

And what would “wrong” view be? Again,Thich Nhat Hanh provides a powerful answer:

“Regarding something that is impermanent as permanent, holding to something that is without a self as having a self, we suffer. Impermanence is the same as non-self. Since phenomena are impermanent, they do not possess a permanent identity. Non-self is also emptiness. Emptiness of what? Empty of a permanent self. Non-self means also interbeing. Because everything is made of everything else, nothing can be by itself alone. Non-self is also interpenetration, because everything contains everything else…. Each thing depends on all other things to be.”30

Suffering, then, arises from the belief in a separate, unchanging “identity” for things. That is the foundation for attachment and craving. Put another way, we cling to our static ideas about things, not the fluid things themselves, which are impermanent and cannot be held on to. (Nothing can endure change yet remain unchanged.) In a universe of moment-by-moment transformations31 all predications are risky; they must be highly provisional, tentative, and offered in a spirit of epistemological humility.32 Words can be webs, making us think in terms of essences; language is all concept, but things in the world are devoid of essence, changing as we chase them. Life must always be greater than our ideas about life. For the Buddha, “Man’s sensual desires are only attachments to concepts.”33 (It is not necessary, I hope, to explain how ugly and devastating are racial concepts when they are projected onto others.)

In 1997, I had the privilege and pleasure of interviewing Phra Tanat Wijitto, a young Thai abbot of skillful means in the town of Phrae near Chiang Mai. At the meditation center he was building, he explained to me that one must not be attached to even notions of Buddhism. (“I have taught you Dharma, like the parable of the raft, for getting across, for not retaining,” said Shakyamuni. “You, monks … must not cling to right states of mind and, all the more, to wrong states of mind.”)34 Phra Tanat Wijitto was a true philosopher, which means that he had not surrendered his freedom. His focus during our two-hour dialogue was on mindfulness at all times as the heart of Buddhism; on always knowing where the mind is, on its development and freedom from what William Blake once called “mind-forg’d manacles.” He insisted that all the teachers and texts, rituals and traditions, and the Three Jewels (the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha or community of the Tathagata’s followers) were simply tools for our liberation, and once one reached later stages of development, they would be left behind. (That, he predicted for me.) The rituals performed by Thai monks he saw as unfortunate but necessary “bridges” to the Dharma because people could relate to them, as a child does to a simple lesson. At higher levels of attainment, he said, a practitioner no longer created “good” or “bad” karma—there simply was no karma (or “merit”) at all.35 Moreover, for this abbot, no two odysseys to awakening were exactly the same; one progressed alone, and what one experienced could no more be transmitted to another than one can explain to a blind man the beauty of an orchid. Put simply, to follow the Dharma is to live without a net. Or solid ground. Without a place to rest. Without mind-created or language created constructs. (I was reminded by this of philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s advice, “Don’t explain, look! ”) Furthermore, this gentle, percipient monk understood that Buddhism was synonymous with creativity. It, too, was subject to change, process, and transformation. He saw America as good for my practice of the Dharma because in this “developed” country, as he put it, we have more time for the practice of meditation and studying the sutras than do the far poorer people of Thailand. Some of the laity, he told me, will grasp the Buddha-dharma in seven days, others in seven months, and still others will fail to understand it after seven years, if at all.

The Dharma is, if nothing else, a call for us to live in a state of radical freedom. It is not a Way for anyone who denies the fact that from the moment of our birth we have been dying, and that one day this universe itself will experience proton death—all that men and women have done will be as if it never was 36—black holes will eventually evaporate into photons, leaving only a Void, from which (perhaps) another, different universe will arise.37 In The Diamond Sutra, we are told, “Those who find consolation in limited doctrines involving the conception of an ego entity, a personality, a being, or a separated individuality, are unable to accept, receive, study, recite, and openly explain this discourse.”38
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