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Praise for Lin Jensen’s
Bad Dog! A Memoir of Love, Beauty, and Redemption in Dark Places


“Bad Dog! is simply the best book on the wisdom of living I have seen in many years. Its honesty, insight, and pathos pull you into it the way good literature does. I strongly recommend this one.”


— Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul


“Amazing.”


— Turning Wheel


“Lin Jensen writes with a deep understanding of life, the land, and the human spirit.”


— Christopher Moore, bestselling author of Fluke


“The tact and restraint in Jensen’s writing match the keenness of observation and the rare beauty of expression, allowing the words to go deep.”


— Joanna Macy, author of World as Lover, World as Self


“An exquisite work of alarming lucidity.”


— Stephen Batchelor, author of Buddhism Without Beliefs


“Lin Jensen demonstrates that seeing the world as it actually is means being fully alive.”


— Sylvia Boorstein, author of That’s Funny, You Don’t Look Buddhist


“In Bad Dog! — which I wish everyone would read — Lin Jensen shows that kindness, forgiveness, and acceptance are necessary practices for anyone who wishes to be happy. They don’t make life easy — but they make life possible.”


— Chattanooga Pulse


“Compellingly beautiful and inspiring.”


— Keith Kachtick, author of Hungry Ghost


“Beautifully and powerfully written. A hauntingly honest reminder to open our hearts.”


— Ellen Birx, co-author of Waking Up Together


“A can’t-put-it-down exploration of family love and pain.”


— Susan Moon, author of The Life and Letters of Tofu Roshi




Praise for Lin Jensen’s
Pavement: Reflections on Mercy, Activism, and Doing “Nothing” for Peace


“This is a great book.”


— Noah Levine, author of Dharma Punx


“With insight and refreshing simplicity Lin Jensen undermines the illusion of futility that surrounds nonviolent activism.”


— Ethan Nichtern, director of The Interdependence Project (theidproject.com), and author of One City


“This is a truly inspirational book.”


— Spirituality & Practice


“This book has been an almost-daily source of inspiration.”


— WildMind Buddhist Meditation blog


“Jensen’s gets to the pith of moments, to their deepest implications, weaving in Zen parables and past experience as necessary, all in the space of a few pages.”


— Tricycle


“Riveting, gentle, tough, [and] funny. It’s a gift to all suffering beings.”


— Chattanooga Pulse


“Jensen is a skilled memoirist who articulates well the internal doubts and fears that readers will reluctantly admit are familiar.”


— Shambhala Sun


“The author of one of my very favorite books has done it again.


— Nancy Patton, editor of Mandala




[image: Image]






“Gentle, humorous, and humane. Treasure this book as a housewarming gift.”


— Karen Maezen Miller, author of Momma Zen


“Jensen’s graceful writing reveals the miraculous in the ordinary. This book will make you glad to have read it, and glad to be alive.”


— Robert Langan, author of Minding What Matters


In Together Under One Roof Lin Jensen turns his keen eye and powerful prose to the teachings of the Buddha, to traditional Zen stories, and to the practices of meditation and compassion — as well as the intricacies of everyday language and the natural world, truth and beauty, family, and the myriad ways our simplest actions affect whole lives. His previous two works, memoirs of growing up and growing old and of the hard-won but gentle wisdom gained in his daily public meditations for peace, were both critical successes earning a special place in readers’ hearts. This book takes up symphonic variations on one main theme: we are all “in it” together, we are all living under one roof — and there’s always a glowing hearth right here in this, the Buddha’s household.


“These simply-spoken reflections feel like arrows of truth, illuminating the mind so swiftly and convincingly that the point of them is unforgettable.”


— Sylvia Boorstein, author of Happiness Is An Inside Job


Praise for Lin Jensen’s previous books, Bad Dog! and Pavement


“Simply the best book on the wisdom of living I have seen in many years.”


— Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul


“Lin Jensen writes with a deep understanding of life, the land, and the human spirit. This memoir reads like something Steinbeck might have written had he been a Buddhist.”


— Christopher Moore, Fluke and Lamb


“Jensen is a storyteller and a poet. As a memoirist, he is in the best of company: Thoreau and Garrison Keillor.”


— Turning Wheel
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 guide me through my days.
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I THANK THE MANY TEACHERS who have preserved and taught the Dharma, for without their teaching I cannot imagine how I would have ever found my way beyond the confusion of wayward thought and feeling. Among those teachers whose lives have directly touched my own, I’m indebted to Soto Priest Katherine Thanas who on a summer evening in Carmel, California, first taught me to sit zazen. I’m also indebted to Reverend Master Jiyyu Kinnett and the community of Shasta Abbey monks whose manner of living together in true brotherhood and sisterhood taught me the genuine meaning of the Sangha Refuge. In addition I want to acknowledge my indebtedness to the teaching of John Tarrant, who introduced me to the Rinzai tradition and the pleasure and freedom of koan work. Finally, I’m indebted to Joanna Macy whose joyful and kindly presence lays healing hands upon the wounds we humans bear. Of those contemporary masters whose teaching has reached me solely through the medium of books, I’m especially indebted to Kosho Uchiyama, Zenkei Shibayama, and Shunryu Suzuki. And as always, I give special thanks to Josh Bartok, Senior Editor of Wisdom Publications, whose wise guidance reaches beyond his invaluable editing, drawing out of me more than I thought myself capable of.




Where the Buddha Lives: An Introduction


THE BUDDHA’S HOUSEHOLD encompasses the whole universe yet manifests in its entirety in single neighborhoods and individual houses. The Buddha’s household is none other than our own and the Buddha has taken up residence there — and in our collective body and mind as well. We are one family under one roof sharing one mind.


Consider this fragment of ancient koan, one of the many teaching stories that characterize the long family history of Zen:




Chao-chou asked, “What is the Tao?”


Nan-ch’uan said, “Ordinary mind is the Tao.”





The human mind is the universe’s consciousness, the instrument through which the universe discerns its own presence and knows itself. And through Chao-chou’s question, the universe is questioning itself, inquiring into the circumstances of its own nature. It’s as if with the advent of the human mind, the universe had at long last shrugged off its primeval sleep and awakened, asking at long last “What am I?” Nan-ch’uan answers, for the whole universe, saying essentially, “Just this is what I am.” Both question and answer are a consequence of the human capacity to reflect. We awakened here on this spinning planet in this inconceivable circumstance, only to discover that we are this very planet and circumstance. And from that awakening arose the deep and abiding human longing to know where we come from and where we belong. And it is this that spurred Chao-chou to ask of his teacher Nan-ch’uan, “What is the Tao?” — what is the way home? In our isolating self-awareness, we are like uprooted trees bearing with us a teasing recollection of native soil.


This longing for home is the basis of religious inquiry. Yet, ironically, it is a longing that often mistakenly takes us not nearer but farther from home, setting us out on mental pilgrimages of fanciful metaphor and grand aspirations. We abandon our place at the kitchen counter in favor of kneeling at temple altars. We leave off cooking and lawn mowing for the sake of ceremonial ritual. We light incense and don robes of black, of brown, of purple with gold brocade. We aspire to heaven in preference to earth. In short, we shun the ordinary.


While priests and teachers of many religious traditions offer the spiritual aspirant access to various exotic heavens, Zen offers a oneway ticket to the heaven of the ordinary. And while most religions aspire to a specialized state of mind, a state more holy than accorded to ordinary mind, Zen insists that the ordinary mind is as holy as it gets. When the Emperor Wu of China asked Bodhidharma, “What is the holiest principle of Buddhism?” Bodhidharma replied, “Nothing holy in it,” refusing to isolate holiness in principle of any sort and leaving the Emperor with nothing but the ground under his feet.


Zen has been insistent on this matter. When students have asked various Zen masters “What is Buddha?” — a question tantamount to asking “What is God?” or “What is the Tao?” — the answers have invariably pointed to the most mundane possible circumstances:




Yunmen said, “A dried shitstick.”


Ma-tsu said, “This very mind.”


And a mature Chao-chou lived to say, “The oak tree in the courtyard.”





An old story tells of a Zen master who was harvesting flax when a monk asked him this question. The master held up a handful of flax, showing the questioner that a handful of flax, the dirt under one’s feet, or even one’s soiled gloves is the living body of the Buddha. My teachers taught me to give to all my surroundings the same care and respect I might give to the temple altar. Every object you or I touch is Buddha, and every house — including a homeless shelter or a prison complex or the downtown mall with its sprawling parking lot — is the exact place where the Buddha takes up residence. And we are all keepers of the Buddha’s house. The proper labors of a Buddhist begin and end right here on our own familiar, native ground.


D.T. Suzuki in An Introduction to Zen Buddhism tells of a monk named Yecho who asked, “What is Buddha?” and was told, “You are Yecho.” Suzuki also reports another curious response of a master who simply answered, “No nonsense here.” I particularly like this last response because it exemplifies Zen’s overriding attitude of no-sense at all, not even nonsense, an attitude that resists ascribing unwarranted meaning or sense to reality itself. If Zen could be said to have a motto — and it can’t! — the motto would be “Add nothing extra.”


Zen is pared down to a simple household thing — and its practice applies to the place where we actually live out our lives. Buddhism in general is a religion that asks us to stay at home where we can attend to our lives firsthand and are truly present in our own skins, honoring the mind and body we were born with. While the old monks followed a tradition of leaving home (so split up a lot of families), they ironically managed nonetheless to preserve the attributes of household in their several temples, monasteries, and encampments.


Followers of Buddhism have always been studious to engage the ordinary lives and labors of human life. Huineng, for example, who would eventually become the sixth Zen ancestor, was first put to work in the harvesting shed to husk rice before receiving the attention of his teacher. A monk newly arrived to Nan-ch’uan’s monastery came upon the master working in the garden one day, and not knowing he was addressing the master himself, asked, “What is the way to Nan-ch’uan?” Nan-ch’uan held up his sickle and said, “This sickle costs thirty cents.” The monk said, “I didn’t ask about a sickle. I asked about the way to Nan-ch’uan.” Nan-ch’uan added, “It cuts very well.” Seeking instruction in the Buddha Way, the monk received exactly that. This very sickle, this grass, this simple labor is the truth you’re looking for.


In our human capacity for self-reflection and personal assessment, we have felt the hunger of the spirit for its home and have tended to look toward the heights — toward Olympus, Sinai, Sumeru; toward celestial cities of gold; toward the promise of imagined utopias of rest and spiritual fulfillment. But we have done so at the neglect of the spirit’s true home. We have disparaged the heaven of the ordinary in favor of wholly fanciful and insubstantial abstractions. But the living spirit is not so airy a thing. In order to live, spirit requires a body and a place of the concrete sort that makes up the everyday pattern and substance of our actual lives.


It is good that we are filled with wonder. It is good that we long for the site of our heart’s true realm. It is from this longing that this book, Together Under One Roof, has taken shape. My wish is that its chapters will help to restore us, you and me, to our own natural selves, and that together we will all realize that wherever we are we’re already at home and that our ordinary mind is, in fact, the Tao.




Naming Buddha


THE ZAFU I SIT ON for meditation is a round pleated cushion made of heavy black cloth and filled with buckwheat hulls. It’s about a foot in diameter with a four-inch loft. While all Buddhists take refuge in the Buddha, it’s taught that the true Buddha can’t be named. But that’s not so, because I’ve already said, “zafu” — but I could just as well say “license plate” or “Aunt Mildred” or “stocking cap” or “butterfly.” The truth is I can’t avoid saying the Buddha’s name because that’s all there is to say.


In his ninth Duino Elegy, Rainer Maria Rilke wonders if this sort of saying isn’t the very thing humans were meant to do. “Perhaps,” Rilke writes, “we are here in order to say: house, bridge, fountain, gate, pitcher, fruit tree, window — at most: column, tower ... But to say them, you must understand, Oh to say them more intensely than the things themselves ever dreamed of existing.” I might wish for something grander to say than “fruit tree” or “window,” but if I say these things truly I will have taken residence in the very house where Buddha has set up housekeeping. Rilke, writing in a Christian religious tradition, warns that you can’t impress an angel with transcendent ideas and feelings. Better, he says, to “show him something simple. Tell him of things. He will stand astonished.” The astonishment occurs when the ideal of the matter comes up against the fact of the matter, when the absolute confronts the unique genius of the actual. And when that happens, there’s nothing more astonishing than a thing.


The thought that we humans are here on earth in order to write a sort of vocabulary of reality touches me with a sense of wonder and creative obligation. How did this talent for attaching words to fact ever come to pass? Who actually does the naming and what guides the shape and disclosure of the subsequent lexicon? All I know is that words come to me, if at all, in the language of actual things, the vocabulary of which is a kind of verbal net cast on the waters of an otherwise incomprehensible current of chance occurrence. We fleshly, earth-bound creatures are writing a language of creation, word by word. It’s really quite wonderful. Of course, the Buddha is right to caution against mistaking the word for a thing for the thing itself. And it’s also true that the thing itself remains ineffable regardless of its having been named. But still words play themselves out in the orchestra of the mind like lyrics written for the “music of the spheres” that the medieval mystics once heard.


There must have been a time when the nameless being that materialized in the space above the crib, taking me up in its arms and offering its nourishing nipple to my thirst, was first known by me as mother, a time when parent and child fit themselves to my tongue and it became possible for me to reflect on the nature and meaning of such a relationship. With instruments of investigation, we have penetrated the substructure of reality to a diminishing point that only the language of mathematics speaks, and we have penetrated outward to the faintest blinking light in some far galaxy of the universe and named it star. Putting names to things, rather than taming the world by substituting language for living fact, infuses the world with a wild wonderment known only to creatures who trade in words.


I WAS AND STILL AM TO SOME EXTENT A BIRDER, having once served as a sub-regional editor for American Birds magazine, covering the bird populations of Plumas and Sierra counties in northeastern California. I’ve spent a lot of time in the field observing and listing the birds I see. Most birders keep a “life list” of bird species they’ve sighted in their lifetime, an activity that can become keenly competitive, with the more determined competitors racing about in search of one more bird species to add to their life list than anyone else has been able to add. But listing has another quality as well. Listing is one way to keep faith with reality, a reduction of an event to its barest certainties (a certain species on a certain day in a certain place). Bird listing in this way is an insistence on seeing and recording things exactly as they are. The lister names what he sees, and in doing so bestows upon the things of this world a quality of intimate observation that I personally equate with love.


Angels, as Rilke pointed out, know nothing of the intensity of human love. They are but an airy abstraction of the mind, a weak and distant generalization of the fact at hand. Show an angel a Brewer’s Sparrow or Hermit Thrush or Stellar’s Jay and he will stand astonished. Call it by name and you will have identified his entire universe in a flutter of feathers and hollowed bones darting among the leaves.


The mystery of our existence doesn’t lie in what is hidden but in what is not — not in the unnamed but in the very capacity to name anything at all. Though Buddhism, particularly Zen, makes much of the transmission beyond words, little is ever said of the transmission by words. Among the Dharma books I treasure most — the Gateless Barrier, Blue Cliff Record, Zenkei Shibayama’s A Flower Does Not Talk, Kosho Uchiyama’s Opening the Hand of Thought — is included an unabridged dictionary of the English language. I open it at random and find myself among entries for the letter D. My eyes fall on double-disc harrow, and I learn that it is “a harrow with two sets of discs so arranged that one set throws soil outward and the other throws it inward.” I read this and I taste anew the long day’s labor in the fields of turned earth that account for every bite of my evening meal. A doubler, I’m told, is “a textile worker who doubles thread or folds cloth, usually by machine,” an entry that teaches me a little more about how I got the shirt on my back. I throw the dictionary open to another section and discover the term isostatic, which is the state of being “subjected to equal pressure on every side,” and I’m reminded of the most visible and ordinary miracle of equilibrium.


Buddha-nature is a mystery that declares itself in plain sight, and since it is a mystery that manifests solely in the things of this world, it can be named. My unabridged dictionary records the long and ongoing history of that naming. The lexicographer walks a path as sacred and profound as any path we humans have undertaken. And we all walk that path with him, because language is shaped unwittingly in the mouths of those who speak it.


Whatever else we humans are, we are first and foremost sages of the word.




Defending Earth


THERE ARISES FROM WITHIN the deeper meditations of Zen the realization that the surface of the skin is not a boundary between self and other. When that happens, the whole universe becomes an extension of self or, more accurately, the self becomes realized as an extension of the universe in an experience of integration so radical that Thich Nhat Hahn has coined the word inter-being to describe the condition. As a verb, it can be conjugated: I inter-am, she inter-is. We inter-are with all things — and this perception constitutes a radical environmentalism that argues a necessary defense of the earth. It is a defense that concurs with the Buddhist practice of nonharming. “All living things are one seamless body,” an old scripture tells us. For the Zen Buddhist, this scripture is both a truth and an obligation. As a truth it’s self-evident and can’t easily be set aside. As an obligation, it guides our hand in all we do, for we realize that whatever we touch — sentient or non-sentient, scaled, feathered, furred, or fleshed — is one body, and that one body is our own.


Of course Buddhists have no monopoly on such feelings of connectedness. We humans are creatures of nature ourselves and have a deep and abiding affinity with the natural world. There must have been a time when we all recognized the earth and ourselves as extensions of one another, a time when our actions toward nature necessarily reflected the dependence and kinship we share with other creatures. Even now, this deeper realization must lie dormant somewhere beneath the tragic overlay of a century of human disregard of an abused, forgotten, and neglected earth. Buried beneath the successive and accumulating layers of sedimentary rock, it took ten hundred million years for the leaves that brushed the dinosaur’s flanks to be pressed and heated into a lake of petroleum. Had we not chanced upon this vast reservoir of stored power things might have gone differently than they have. But with such unprecedented capabilities in hand, we unleashed the very force of nature against nature, measuring as gain an unspeakable and irreversible plundering of the land.


The proper defense of the earth is not found in protective custody but in relinquishment. What’s needed most of all is the will to leave the earth alone and let it unfold in its own time and way. Ironically, wars — which are so often fought over who holds title to some disputed piece of land — are particularly destructive of land. In the aftermath of any modern war of sufficient scale, vast territories of countryside and city lie in ruins, poisoned by military ordinance of various sorts, and sometimes virtually uninhabitable for decades.


The actions of industry as well often comprise little less than a violent attack upon the earth. Factories belch poisonous carbon residues into the atmosphere until the surrounding skies darken and nearby mountains disappear. A yellowing sun glows dismally through the brown haze, and people cough and wheeze and look out through watering eyes. Frequent air pollution reports advise people, in regard for their health, to not go outdoors at all. The water of rivers that once ran clear and drinkable is rendered so poisonous by our human discharge that we would die of self-poisoning were we to drink it without first putting it through elaborate and costly water treatment procedures. The fish, with no such option, simply die off, leaving behind a river that is itself dead.


It’s been our tragedy to forget where and by what means we live. Yet, there are those among us who haven’t forgotten; there are those who, because the earth can’t speak for itself, have chosen to speak for it. And because the earth is ultimately vulnerable to the relentless pressures brought to bear upon it, there are those who will jeopardize the safety of their own lives in its protection.


In Thailand, Buddhist monks came to the defense of the nation’s rainforests that had been brought to the edge of extinction by the logging interests of Western corporations. It so happened that the logging companies depended on village workers to cut down the trees. And while the villagers needed the work, they were also devotional Buddhists. So what the monks did was to enter the forests slated for logging where they performed ceremonies of ordination for several representative trees, chanting and draping the trees in ceremonial robes. The villagers, seeing the trees honored as Dharma brothers and sisters, refused to cut them down. To do so was seen as striking one’s own flesh.


Those who have dedicated themselves to the defense of the earth have followed, with rare exception, a tradition of resistance that is nonviolent. In defense of the great whales, they have put themselves in the path of the whaler’s harpoon; in defense of the rainforest, they have chained themselves to trees; in defense of the old-growth redwoods of the Pacific Northwest, they have climbed into the high branches and refused to return to ground for as long as two year’s duration; in defense of wetlands and vernal pools, they have lain down in the path of the bulldozers. Their means of defense is to make themselves as vulnerable as the things they strive to protect, knowing that the body of earth is indivisible from their own.


Ultimately the defense of the earth is a defense of one’s self.


OF ALL THE MUNICIPAL WATERSHEDS in this nation of ours, perhaps the most degraded of them is that of the Los Angeles Basin. The fifty-two mile length of the Los Angeles River that once meandered through a lush riparian corridor, spawning vast wetlands on its approach to the sea, has been reduced to a concrete drainage ditch stripped of all its vegetation, crisscrossed by a series of jammed freeways crawling with cars, lined by industrial plants, warehouses, and railroad yards. Backed up to the elevated cement levees and sandwiched between junkyards, gravel plants, and oil refineries are some of the poorest immigrant neighborhoods in the entire basin, remnants of what was once the original Pueblo de Los Angeles. Like the river, these inhabitants have been essentially discarded, put out of mind in favor of more profitable interests. But it is from these forgotten neighborhoods on the banks of this forgotten river that one of the most heartening defenses of the natural world has arisen.


They call themselves the River School, and they consist of middle school and high school students formed into teams to monitor what’s left of the river in hopes of encouraging its unlikely restoration. Under the hum of high-voltage power lines and the sizzle of tires on an adjacent freeway, a group of teenagers with notebooks stand and look down the concrete inner slope of the levee to the floor of the river where the cement once laid down by the Army Corps of Engineers has cracked and split open to allow a trickle of stagnant water to ooze up out of the mud. A smear of green algae has gathered there and a few scrubby willows have taken root. These children, deprived of contact with much of anything natural, find this small oasis in a degraded riverbed a thing of beauty. When they find a few crayfish clinging to the algae, they’re thrilled with the discovery.


A thirteen-year-old named Brenda says, “My friends don’t believe I went to the L.A. River! They’re like, there’s nothing there, that’s a sewer! I used to think it was a sewer, too, but when I went there, it was beautiful.” Another time she said, “The best bird I saw was the blue heron, a beautiful bird — I loved the blue.” And the thing is, Brenda’s right. The heron is beautiful. The slightest resurrection of nature under such unlikely circumstances is beautiful. And Brenda’s delighted “I loved the blue” is as beautiful as it ever gets. Recalling a day when she and some others were tugging a heavy load of trash up out of the river channel, Brenda said, “I started to think, ‘Oh my God, I could be cleaning up my own trash!’ Gum or a piece of paper or something you threw out. It gave me a whole different look on the world.” And Daniel, a classmate of Brenda’s said, “You can see plants coming through the cement — and that explains a lot. Nature is trying so very hard to be alive.”


Nature is trying hard to be alive. And so are these offspring of the poverty-ridden, pavement-and-graffiti neighborhoods trying hard to be alive. They somehow know that their own survival is to be found in the resurrection and survival of the river.


The last frame of the Ten Ox-herding Pictures — a traditional series of teachings depicting the unfolding of the spiritual path — shows the newly enlightened bodhisattva re-entering the town of his birth with life-saving hands, offering the joy and wisdom of his own awakening to any who choose to follow. Surely these enlightened youngsters descending into the scummy muck of what was once the Los Angeles River, clutching in their life-saving hands an assortment of trash bags and notebooks, measuring sticks and sampling vials, are the bodhisattvas of our times. Their innocent delight in discovering there the least thing that still survives and grows is a measure of the heart’s own native wisdom. Their seemingly hopeless undertaking to save the river measures the courage of the bodhisattva’s vow to save all beings.


The River School volunteers beckon to us to follow. Their salvation, and ours, and that of the earth itself, depends on whether we will go with them or not.




The Iron Flute with No Holes


I ONCE HAD THE PRIVILEGE to train under the guidance of John Tarrant, a truly supple and imaginative koan master. In the years I spent with John he taught me how to let the koan draw me out of abstract thought and into the living moment, which is another way to say that he taught me how to let the koan set my mind free of logical constraints — to “play the iron flute with no holes,” as an ancient koan urges.


A mind tossed up against the illogicality of such a proposition either shrinks away from it altogether or breaks into the sheer freedom it offers. If the mind shrinks away, it does so by retreating within the limits of the conceivable, where boundaries are clearly designated and spiritual progress is linear and defined in rational stages. If the mind breaks into the freedom of the koan, it takes hold of the impossibility of playing such a flute and plays it anyway. Because it can’t be played at all, it can be played in any way one likes. With such an instrument everything is potential, nothing is yet formed or determined. The flute has no mouthpiece to put our lips to or holes to fit our fingers to. No song has yet been written for it. But when the music breaks upon the ear, our journey into the impossible will have brought us home to the surprising originality and genius of the ordinary mind.


My friend David refers to the place where genius and originality abide as “the empty field with no signposts.” When I reminded David that Master Hung-chih had given us the empty field part of the image as far back as the tenth century, he’d never heard of Hung-chih. “Then where did you get it?” I asked. “I got it from the field,” he said. Of course, I thought, the same place Hung-chih got it. We humans don’t invent the empty field, we discover it.


In such a field there’d be no freeway off-ramps. In fact, the territory would have yet to be surveyed and no maps drawn for it. Finding yourself in the empty field, you could move in all 360 degrees of possible direction. One can easily see the connection between the images of the iron flute, the empty field, and the Buddhist term emptiness, inasmuch as all three are terms that connote a circumstance or reality without limiting characteristics. Emptiness comprises all things in their uniqueness and is therefore not confined to any one thing at all. Still, it’s not that uncommon to find myself once again walking in perfect emptiness while on the hunt for it, mistaking it for something other than what’s clearly at hand. When I do this, perhaps I imagine emptiness is something I can get hold of, a Zen collectible of a sort.


Yen-yang, a Chinese monk of old, apparently felt this way, and in his pride of accomplishment, he came to an interview with Zen Master Chao-chou saying, “I don’t bring a single thing. How about that?” Chao-chou said, “Put it down.” Yeng-yang said, “If I don’t bring a single thing, what should I put down?” Chao-chou said, “In that case, carry it away.” Indeed, Yen-yang’s notion of emptiness was one of something he could have or not have, which seems logical enough until you find yourself encumbered with an “emptiness” that can be neither put down nor carried away. In the same way, the iron flute can be neither played nor not played, and the impossibility of it persists until you realize that you are emptiness itself, you are the flute. That’s when the great space opens up and the music breaks on your ear. The point that interests me most in all this is how much of what we humans think and choose and do, believing our thoughts, choices, and actions to be determined by rational consideration and therefore logical, aren’t in fact logical and rational at all. Koan practice invites us to acknowledge the extent of what we don’t know. A koan undermines certainties and invites doubt.


One of Master Pa-ling’s three turning words was the koan “What is the blown-hair sword?” When I was given this koan, my teacher explained that the blown-hair sword has a blade so sharp it would cut a single hair blown against it. So what is the blown-hair sword? While as many different answers might be given to the question as there are people to give them, the sharpest sword I know of is the sword of doubt. It cuts away every fixed assurance my mind invents. It exposes the arbitrary nature of my most carefully reasoned conclusions. It undermines my every attempt to get it right, leaving me without a single unassailable truth or belief to rely on. With everything cut away and nothing intact, what’s left to me is too alive for belief or certainty of any sort. It’s the moment where I take the unformed flute in hand and, without a clue as to how it might be done, genuinely consider playing a tune on it. The resultant melody is a freedom born of radical doubt and is as close as I can come to naming emptiness. Yet the term emptiness in its common usage rarely invokes the freshness and space that arrive when one steps into the actual void, which is always the birthplace of the next moment. It is the peculiar power of the koan to return us again and again to that field of birth where we walk in wonderment and continual surprise. You might not consider it particularly surprising or wonderful to be in the kitchen cutting up carrots and potatoes for the evening’s vegetable stew. And that’s okay. We can’t expect to be dazzled by the improbability of everything we do. In fact, your being there getting supper together might seem perfectly logical and ordinary. But the thing about “logical and ordinary” is that nothing ever really is logical and ordinary. You could probably produce a rationale as to why you happen to be in this kitchen at this particular time and age with this particular knife in hand, but if you allow the slightest doubt to arise regarding this otherwise perfectly reasonable account, you’ll be quickly brought to realize that you have no idea why you happen to be where you are. You might be surprised to find yourself there at all. You will have cut away plausibility itself, and in that sweet vacancy, given birth to the impossible right there in your own kitchen.




“Now You Stop Too.”


IN THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA, where I live, thirteen death row inmates have been executed since 1976 and 652 more are awaiting execution. In Texas, 379 inmates have been put to death in the same period and 404 wait their turn. The suicide rate among U.S. death row inmates is 113 per every 100,000 sentenced to die, ten times the rate of suicide among the general population. High Desert State Prison, where I serve as Senior Buddhist Chaplain, houses 4,000 inmates — twice the capacity for which the prison was built. And 2,400 of them are serving life sentences. Most of them are young, eighteen to twenty-five years old, and they won’t even be considered for possible parole until they’re in their mid-forties to mid-fifties. Most of them will never leave prison. Unless you go to see them and look into their faces, as I do, these castoffs of our society are out of sight and out of mind. They’re the ones we’ve given up on. As one sergeant on the prison guard staff put it to me, “What we’ve got here is the scum of the earth.” While there may be reasonable causes for locking someone up for life or putting someone to death, the truth is that we as a society do these things to be rid of people we don’t want to deal with and don’t want around. They’re felons, we tell ourselves, and deserve to be shunned by decent people. We find it easiest to just discard what offends us.


This kind of exclusion operates on a collective as well as individual level, often shaping national policies and influencing the attitudes of the populations of entire countries. In the mid-1980s Ronald Reagan and a following of U.S. conservatives dubbed the Soviet Union the “Evil Empire.” Americans readily took up the phrase. An entire region with all its divergent customs, histories, and geographical differences was shunned and set aside as “evil,” just like the evil Galactic Empire in Star Wars which had served as the inspiration for Reagan’s choice of terms. George W. Bush, displaying the same tragically impoverished imagination as that of Reagan, declared in his January 2002 State of the Union Address that the nations of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea constituted an “axis of evil.” And on May sixth of the same year, Undersecretary of State John R. Bolton extended the condemnation to include Lybia, Syria, and Cuba, which he termed nations “beyond the axis of evil.”


The poverty of Reagan, Bush, and Bolton’s imaginations lies in their narrowness, their capacity to enfold the populations of six nations into one slim conceptualization. “States like these, and their terrorist allies,” Bush told the nation, “constitute an axis of evil, aiming to threaten the peace of the world.” You can see that it’s not that these government leaders have no imagination, they have in fact invented for themselves a fiction so grand, and one of which they are so certain, that the whole world is reeling from its repercussions. The purpose served by contriving plots of such standardized simplification is to rid oneself of having to deal with the realities of other people’s lives and behaviors. It’s a method of getting rid of people by isolating them within a convenient stereotype. It allows you to simply discard them, to cast them out.


The ancient and repeated tale of casting out wrongdoers, of shunning and discarding other’s lives, unfolds in a plot of suffering and hatred. It is a tale that hardens the mind and prevents one from understanding the circumstances of others, a tale of arrogance and pride and disregard. When I judge harshly of others and set them aside as though unworthy of further consideration, I need to look at my own wrongs and ask who it is I want to exclude. When I remember to do this, a kindness visits me that allows me to acknowledge that the mistakes of others are my own mistakes as well.


In the Zen tradition in which I train, as in all Buddhist traditions, there is no such person as an outcast. Everyone is included. The Buddha acted on this sense of merciful inclusion when he took the serial killer, Angulimala, into the Sangha as a Dharma brother. The story goes that Angulimala had been stalking the Buddha for hours, intending that monk to be his next and final victim, the last of a series of murders he’d set out to commit. When he overtook the Buddha, he came upon him from behind only to find him sitting in deep meditation. He didn’t want to kill a man engaged in what he took to be a religious practice — and so Angulimala waited. Time passed and still the monk persisted in his meditation. Finally no longer able to constrain himself, Angulimala cried out in frustration, “Stop, monk, stop!” The exact moment of acknowledgment and inclusion is captured when the silent meditating monk turned slowly, and “like a compassionate father to his prodigal son, said ‘I have stopped, Angulimala, now you stop too.’”
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