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Foreword


The being of a thing makes it handy;


its nonbeing lets it function.


—Tao Te Ching


WHAT I HAVE always found so impressive about the Tao Te Ching is its profound simplicity. It’s like coming across an ancient, weathered, solitary pine that exists above the tree line that whistles the tunes of the wind on a high mountain; it endures throughout space and time. Formed by the elements, it speaks of the harmonious interplay between heaven and earth.


Around the fourth and fifth centuries C.E., Buddhism was beginning to gain a foothold among the intellectuals and aristocracy in China. Yet the Indian scholars had a difficult time communicating the ideas written in the Sanskrit Buddhist scriptures to the Chinese. Because Chinese Taoist concepts were closest to Indian Buddhist concepts, especially the Prajna Paramita texts, the Indian scholars chose to use Taoist terms to express the Dharma. This system was called ke-yi, which means “matching terms,” or “analogy.”


Later, in the sixth century C.E., Buddhism in China separated from the Tao of Laotze and Chuangtze, and came to be understood more on its own terms. Nevertheless, the mutual influence of Taoism and Buddhism on each other continued to be a major factor in the emergence of the form of Buddhism that came to be known as Zen. It is a characteristic of Buddhism to assimilate appropriate cultural icons in a country where the Dharma arrives and to give them a place in their “pantheon.” As an example, the use of the term Tao, signifying the Way, is shared by both Buddhists and Taoists.


A major text of the Chinese Tsaodong school of Zen (Jap. Soto) is the Can Tong Qui (Jap. Sandokai), translated as The Merging of Difference and Unity, written by Shitou Xiquian (Jap. Sekito Kisen). Although it is a Buddhist text, the title was taken from a Taoist book. My late teacher Shunryu Suzuki, when asked if it was a Buddhist or a Taoist text, said that when a Taoist reads it, it is a Taoist text, and when a Buddhist reads it, it is a Buddhist text. Eternal truths are all-encompassing and so are able to be expressed through the lens of a relative place and time.


Immersed as we are in our busy schedules, crammed into datebooks and calendars, we sometimes lose track of how our lives play out against the background of eternity. Let me share with you one way I think about these qualities of time, specifically with regard to clocks and watches.


I am old enough to remember when digital clocks first made their appearance, tuning us in on “horizontal” time by isolating just one number for our convenience. For many of us it was a shock. I felt that something important was lost in just that single summary number—but I wasn’t sure why. Now I realize that although horizontal time is convenient for knowing when to do what, in a certain way it also isolates us from the whole picture.


What does a round clock, an analog clock, tell us about time? The clock face is an empty circle with a hub at its center. This circle gives form to time but because it is not yet divided it is an indicator of unified time, eternal time. We put numbers all around the circumference, and moving hands to illustrate the hours and minutes. Even so, right at the center of the clock is a still point, the fundamental truth of the moment. When we have the awareness of momentary time against the background of unified time, a clock becomes a wonderful example of the harmony of the temporal and the eternal.


No matter what time it is, it is always just now. Each moment is a moment of eternal time. This is stillness at the center of activity and activity as a function of stillness. The Tao Te Ching is like this.


The author of the present book, Robert Rosenbaum, is a long-time Zen Buddhist practitioner, qigong teacher, and psychotherapist. He has been inspired by the teachings and wisdom of Laotze and Chuangtze to contemplate his life and life’s work through the eyes of those ancient sages. In doing so, he presents eighty-one Taoist poems along with his own insights and understanding of them in a running commentary drawn from everyday life: family, work, and Dharma experiences.


The eighty-one poems from the Tao Te Ching are, to me, like a solitary mountain against a clear sky, and Bob’s comments and stories are like the earth and moving water at its foot. Through this work, we see how Taoism and Buddhism complement each other, how both have shaped the author’s life, and how they can do so for us as well.


Both the Tao and the Dharma tell us that the most obvious truth is right in front of our face and to look for it here—not over there. As we all know, it is the space between the notes that makes the music.


This book is a labor of love and respect, an offering to the great Taoist sages of the past, and to you, the reader. Please enjoy.


Sojun Mel Weitsman is a former abbot
of the San Francisco Zen Center




Introduction


ZEN ASKS EACH OF US: how do you realize your original self? The eighty-one chapters of the Tao Te Ching offer us a guide to doing this naturally, with effortless effort. Because being yourself is ultimately Being itself, the Tao Te Ching is not a “how to” manual; it is an invitation for us to practice finding our Way.


In this book I do not provide scholarly explanations of the Tao Te Ching’s verses: many resources provide that better than I can, and a full understanding of all the verses would be the work of many lifetimes. Instead, inspired by a line or a phrase, I offer you fragments of Zen, bits of psychology, some word play, an occasional neuropsychological finding, some poetry, and even a few jokes. Hopefully all this will induce some curiosity and perhaps even some creative confusion that will encourage you to playfully practice being yourself.


I hope you enjoy the journey as much as I have.


ABOUT THE TAO TE CHING AND ITS AUTHOR


Lao Tzu, the name traditionally given to the author of the Tao Te Ching, simply means “Old Master”—yet there are indications the author of the Tao Te Ching was an actual person. According to legend somewhere around 516 B.C.E. an eighty-eight-year-old archivist, witnessing the decline of the state of Chou, left his post there and journeyed toward his home town of Husien. When he reached the cloud-tossed pass of Hanku, the pass-keeper recognized him as a sage and said to him: “You are about to retire. Please force yourself to write a book for me.” Lao Tzu sat down, wrote a book expounding Tao and Te and then—as an excellent example to all would-be future teachers—departed, never to be seen again. In the felicitous phrase of the translator Red Pine, Lao Tzu “achieved anonymity as well as immortality.”


Over the next thousand years, these eighty-one verses (which eventually came to be called the Tao Te Ching) became part of the shared experience of the Chinese people. The words and their underlying spirit suffused the soul of Chinese society; they appear in the highest cultured literature as well as in the humblest folk sayings.


Together with the texts of Chuang Tzu and Lieh Tzu, the Lao Tzu text formed the basis of the first phase of Taoism. Taoism as a religion later evolved into multivarious, often esoteric forms; it became a complement as well as a contrast to the other two main strands of Chinese spirituality (Confucianism and Buddhism). The fundamental simplicity of the Tao Te Ching, however—its deep respect for what is most basic and “just natural” in the flow of existence, and the manner in which this can be expressed harmoniously—always remained as an undercurrent beneath the vagaries of passing fashion.


The Chan masters of Tang Dynasty China had the Tao in their bloodstream. Though the exact nature of the relationship between Buddhism and Taoism might be a subject of considerable dispute from both sides, the deeper our familiarity with Tao and Te, the closer we can come to the experience of our Zen ancestors and the wisdom of Zen: the ungraspable reality of our original self.


A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION


The Tao Te Ching is a much-translated and therefore widely varying work; both the content and structure changes substantially across translations. In working with Lao Tzu’s text I found I needed to read multiple translations, take some time to digest them and then, meditating on each verse without thinking about it too much (or too little), write a bit about how it spoke to me. I compiled my own version of each verse by consulting a number of translations (the ten main translations I used appear in the bibliography).


The version I have created is emphatically not a scholarly one. It tries to stay faithful to the original but I sometimes use poetic license to convey the meaning that seems most important to me. Occasionally I take a bit of liberty and use a Zen allusion in a line or two, or give the interpretation a bit more Zen flavor than the original might hold. Forty years’ experience as a Zen student has, I’m afraid, tinted me a bit. Zen has deep roots in the Tao, but I hope to have written this in such a way that you do not need to be familiar with the special language of either Zen or Tao to understand the content.


Most versions of the Tao Te Ching divide it into parts: one on Tao (“the Way”), one on Te (usually translated as “Virtue,” but I prefer to use the term “Rightness”). Experts disagree on what the original order of the verses may have been. Some texts place Te before Tao, but I have followed the more common custom of putting Tao first.


In fact, the divisions are not so straightforward. If one groups the verses solely on the basis of content, the traditional ordering breaks down. It might be clearer for the purposes of exposition to cluster the material by common themes, but Lao Tzu’s verses create their own mysterious path in the order in which they usually appear, a path which is barely discernible by explicit logic yet one which is still felt on some deeper, less discursive level. So in Parts I and II you will find Te is in Tao and Tao is within Te, and that is how it should be.


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING THIS BOOK


Each chapter consists of a verse from the Tao Te Ching followed by an essay on some aspects of the verse as it relates to being yourself, concluding with a personal anecdote. There is no need to read through the verses in sequence (though I’ve found that if you do so, a subtle thread links them harmoniously). Feel free to wander as you read, sampling chapters and verses as they speak to you.


It is probably best to take a verse at a time; let yourself absorb it intuitively, without thinking too hard about it. When something opens up, it can be good to linger; when something puzzles, it can be helpful to move on. Returning to what was obscure at a later time, you may be surprised to find new clarity in both the verse and yourself.
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Part I: Tao — The Way


The character for Tao can be literally translated as “path.” In the context of Lao Tzu, it usually is translated as “Way,” with connotations of Nature or the Absolute—a field far beyond form and emptiness in which the life and death of all beings takes place. Tao is both the river in which we are swimming and our own currents, which we contribute to this stream. It is so intrinsic to our every moment that, like fish in water, we may fail to see it.
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The way that can be spoken of is not the eternal Way;


the name that can be named is not the Immortal Name.


Nameless the Source of earth and sky,


names engender every thing.


Unfettered by desire, the mystery reveals itself;


wanting this gives rise to that.


Beyond named and nameless, reality still flows;


unfathomable the arch, the door, the gate.


YOUR NAME IS A SUMMONS, not a self. Whatever names have been bestowed on you, whatever names you have created for yourself, are only pointers, motes of dust that enable our thoughts to condense and identify an object. But you are not an object; you are a way seeking itself. Names can give the illusion of some unchanging essence “underneath” the name, so don’t be deceived; the real you does not stop nor start but swirls and streams.


You are always yourself, moment to moment, in nonstop flow. Your way is not a becoming but a being, not a matter of now and then, but always: you are the time of your life.


You are not what others think of you; you are not even who you think you are. Thoughts label but do not live. You cannot be summarized in a song, much less captured in a name.


You are not what people call you. Racial slurs and noble honorifics, whether they slander or celebrate you, are mere labels on a garment of identity that is less than skin deep.


Sometimes, angry with yourself, you call yourself names. Sometimes, proud of yourself, you style yourself with sobriquets. You need not deny any part of you, but no single part can stand in for your whole self. You are greater than the sum of your parts, vast in your unique whole-someness.


Feel free to amuse yourself with appellations, but don’t feel entitled to your titles or hemmed in by your handles. Affixing labels is just a game of tag. Are you It?


[image: image]


After I earned my Ph.D. I worked in clinics as a psychotherapist and neuropsychologist. My clients called me “Doctor,” but my internist colleagues were not so certain. I was “Sir” to people wanting to sell me something; “Honey” to my wife, “Dad” to my children, “Bob” to my friends. Taking Buddhist vows, I was given the name Meikyo Onzen (“Clear Mirror Calm Sitting”). Some of my qigong students call me “Teacher.”


My daughter attended a ceremony affirming me as a senior student at Berkeley Zen Center. Now, when she sometimes wants advice to fend off, she begins her phone call with an affectionate teasing address: “Oh wise one …”


When you call yourself to your Self, do you address yourself that way?


Oh wise one, Dear Reader …
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Point to beauty, then ugly must arise;


distinguishing the good, not-good comes into being.


So this makes that: if life, then death.


If long, then short;


difficult and simple produce each other;


high and low shape each other;


front and back fulfill each other;


first and last subsume each other.


Duets are counterpoints to harmonies.


True people teach without a word;


they are themselves, thus act without exerting effort.


Immersed in flow, no starting and no stopping;


no placing claims, no holding on;


no merit and no fault.


YOUR BEING IS BEAUTIFUL. This beauty does not rely on good looks: beauty rests in being “becoming” to yourself.


Your beauty is unique but nothing special, since beauty is inherent in all existence. If you stand out, your beauty comes in standing out: if you blend in, your beauty comes in blending in. We get confused, though, when we set up relative standards of beauty. We sing “I am pretty” when we feel happy; when we feel unattractive we hope we’re ugly ducklings who might later transform into white-plumed Cygninae or perhaps we take secret pride in the role of a nonconforming black swan.


If you identify with one particular characteristic, you constrict yourself and set the stage for nightmares of its opposite. Investment in appearing lovely invites you to dread losing your looks. If you seek beauty in the fashions of the times you will go in and out of style; if you make up your attractiveness it will wear off.


Beauty is not a commodity; when it is turned into something manufactured, marketed to be bought and sold, it is no longer beauty. Beauty is not something that we own but something that we are: the converging of our pasts and our possibles, presently appearing in a transient form.


All being is absolutely itself. Beauty and ugly are just labels, markers of the whims of personal preference; your true being cannot be captured in such relative concepts. Big and small, pretty and plain, are merely comparisons; when you shift your reference point, your standards shift as well. As Chuang Tzu says:


From the point of view of differences, if we regard a thing as big because there is a certain bigness to it, then among all the ten thousand things there are none that are not big. If we regard a thing as small because there is a certain smallness to it, then among the ten thousand things there are none that are not small.


Discrimination looks for differences; it finds meaning in contrasts and value in evaluation. Being, though, need not justify itself with meaning. The beauty of being yourself is poetry not prose—the poet Archibald MacLeish advises us that “a poem should not mean, but be.” If you’re attached to being meaning-full then significance can separate you from connectedness.


Beauty is being fully yourself, without being full of yourself. When you share generously of yourself, you are beautiful. When you know the beauty of yourself as you, then you know the beauty of others as themselves. You allow others to discover themselves in and through you, making no claim on them to be a certain way to satisfy your self-interest. Instead, you discover yourself through the play of being. Self and nonself complete each other, and beauty shimmers.


[image: image]


One of my daughters told me she used to be self-conscious of her large nose. Now an adult, she realizes she is quite attractive and her nose contributes to her striking looks. Before she could realize this, though, she confessed her feelings to her boyfriend. From then on, he took care when he embraced her to always kiss her nose first.


A short while ago they married: two noses, four lips, one love.
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By not giving honors to the worthy


you prevent fights between rivals.


Not prizing anything as a treasure


what have thieves left to steal?


If you don’t display objects of desire


minds and hearts are at peace.


Govern by emptying the mind of discrimination


giving the belly what it truly needs;


without straining muscles in willfulness


the bones strengthen in their marrow.


Not knowing “this,”


there is no yearning for “that.”


Acting less, harmonizing more


from effortless effort,


order emerges naturally.


YOU ARE A WHOLE PERSON, but you are composed of parts. If you give pride of place to one part over another, though, your parts may not function harmoniously.


Most of us like some parts of ourselves better than others. Some of us are ashamed of our nose, others think their ears are too big. Some pride themselves on their voice, others on their brain. We preen ourselves on our prowess and sulk over our fumbles.


As soon as you set up one part of yourself as better than another, prizing that aspect and disdaining others, you establish the stage for internal conflicts. If you treat your volunteering at a local homeless shelter as virtuous, when you feel tired and want to spend a quiet evening at home you may regard your natural needs as “selfish” and feel unworthy. Each, though, has its time and place.


Why do you tie yourself into knots between “should” and “shouldn’t?” Your heart pumps blood throughout your body without picking and choosing; every cell gets its fair share of oxygen whether it be in your noble eyes or stinking feet. If you allocated your blood according to what parts of you are desirable, neuropathy would soon set in.


Attention is the mind’s gift to self and world both. When you are free from excessive desire the beam of your attention widens and it can clarify wherever it alights. When your interior landscape and the territory right in front of you are both illuminated, action comes naturally without unnecessary striving. You discover whatever is necessary to meet the call of the moment: now this, now that.


[image: image]


After some years of doing qigong I discovered my tastes were changing. Perhaps it was just part of normal aging, but it seemed that as my body and mind became more coordinated and naturally healthy, I started to learn what was truly satisfying. As I stopped fighting with myself over “bad” food cravings (ice cream! chips! doughnuts!) or telling myself what I “should” eat, fruits and vegetables became genuine treats.


Sometimes, though, when life is difficult, there is no shame in an occasional bag of Doritos. Without the internal struggle, there is neither overindulgence nor skimping, no surfeit and no lack.
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The Tao is empty, meaning free;


endless, beginningless like a circle,


inexhaustible, the source and ancestor of all—


it rounds our edges, unties our tangles,


softens our light, settles the dust—


clear beyond clear, dark beyond dark,


presents itself


whose child it is, being


as it is before Before.


YOU ARE A LIVING ORGANISM, not some thing. Being no-thing, you must make friends with emptiness.


Emptiness is not a void: it is an inexhaustible well of possibilities and connectedness. When you empty yourself out by letting go of your need to make something of yourself, you free yourself: you can then be reborn as your actual self, the child being parent to the woman or man.


Whose child are you? Whoever your parents were, portions of their “who” consisted of who their parents were, and so on for your grandmothers and grandfathers and all the prior generations. The parents of our parents’ parents’ parents many times removed would have been members of some other species, and that species descended from another species, and so on back to when life arose through an assembly of compounds. Those compounds were themselves assemblies of elements; elements assemblies of atoms; atoms assemblies of quarks.


I read recently that Australian researchers have determined sea sponges and humans share genes and a common ancestor. Like sponges, you and I are assemblies of cells and organs, molecules and minds, ps and qs and mes and yous. Are we just these bits and pieces? On the other hand, if we are not made up of our separate parts, what are we?


This is the wrong question. You and I are not whats; our whos are made up of our wheres and whens. Even that formulation can be misleading since it implies “where” and “when” are concrete immutables. Your “where,” though, is a tectonically unstable spinning globe perpetually hurtling through space; you can travel, but never grasp, this flowing conveyance. Your “when” is ungraspable not only as history but even as a present moment.


We are all the children of our history; without it we would not exist. That history, though, cannot be touched, tasted, smelled, seen, or pinned down to a limited set of facts. Your history is constantly changing as you continue to live. Not only do you change as you encounter new experiences, but neuropsychological research shows your memories of your past are inaccurate. Every time we remember something, we alter it: we do not retrieve traces of the past but reconstruct our history anew each time we call it up.


Because your history is ungraspable, so is your self. Because it is ungraspable, it is “empty”: it does not contain hard edges of immutable characteristics. The river stone comes from the mountain’s bone: tossed up against other stones by the swirling currents of the stream, its edges are ground away, and it becomes beautiful in its smooth roundness.


[image: image]


I devoted about a year in meditation to attempting to “be in the moment.” I failed.


Try it: you’ll find as soon as you say “this moment” it has already passed you by. This has profound repercussions.


The Diamond Sutra points out not only is the past gone and the future not yet here, but the present cannot be grasped. So what time do you exist in?


You don’t pass through time. You are time, Being.
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Heaven and earth do not center on humans;


they treat all things impartially,


unmoved by wishes and pleas.


The true person is not a humanist


but is clear as heaven, common as dirt.


Heaven and earth move like a bellows,


empty yet never depleted,


resounding with each movement.


Words exhaust meaning;


just center on centering.


YOU ARE THE CENTER of the universe, but don’t be misled: each person is the center of the universe. In fact every being, each particle, is the center of the universe.


How can this be so? You are not the center of your remote inaccessible universe and your friends are not the centers of their particular secluded universes. That would make for zillions of isolated galaxies when in reality all galaxies are related to each other in the gravity of their being. The universe includes everything, and from every point in it you can see it is constantly expanding.


Centers are not locations but sources of light. In this way, all centers touch the Center. Though disparate in place and time, form and function, each center is alike in its centeredness: a moment of balance.


The center of your being is a vector of all the forces concentrated on the point of your existence. You cannot put your finger on it (the very act of trying to do so will alter it), but you can sense your center. Being yourself is finding your balance by returning to your center again and again.


The universe does not discriminate between centers. The universe does not care about you in particular, nor do humans occupy a privileged place; the universe moves along its Way, following its laws. Whether you are a man or a woman, young or old, you are a natural living being. So is a dog. So is a rock. So is the flowing ocean and the still pond. Each being is a central expression of Being. Gravity and light, space and time treat each alike.


Your vantage point, though, is uniquely your own and, while it may be central, it is also inherently limited. When it rains, the rain falls on everyone and everything equally, but you may see it as a hindrance to your vacation plans while a cactus sees it as a signal to blossom.


Humans are a very small part of the cosmos. If you let the human get in the way of what is natural, you oppose yourself to the entirety of the universe. This takes a great deal of work: control of nature requires constant effort and, in the long view (which is the only view the universe entertains, an eyeblink or a billion years), it is doomed to fail.


Still, the cosmos is the integral stuff that composes us and all being. So just be composed. Being natural, you need not worry about becoming yourself: just pour yourself out and do that which is truly becoming to all the matrices of the moment. Then you blossom fully as a part of the vast matrix, as one center of the universe, and express your place in the scheme of things.


[image: image]


The first Zen meditation retreat I went to was in the early 1970s, a time of a reawakening of feminist models of relationship and a reimagining of gender roles. One woman was concerned about the patriarchal traditions of Zen and asked the Zen teacher how this might affect meditation.


The teacher suggested, “When you meditate, go to a place where you are neither man nor woman, so you can come back and be truly man, truly woman.”


This is not a matter of hetero or homo, transgender, bisexual, macho or butch, domination or submission, repletion or depletion. It is beyond reproduction but is at the center of intercourse.


The in and out of a breathing bellows, the rhythm of love expressed, heaven meeting earth in a kiss: this is how something comes from nothing. It is the love in which you lose yourself to find yourself.
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The valley spirit is deathless:


the unborn womb,


the door,


the root of heaven and earth,


the Source,


subtly everlasting


beyond existence and nonexistence.


Constantly we draw on it;


it graces us by being inexhaustible.


PERHAPS YOU DO NOT want to die; perhaps you even wish to be immortal. Be advised: eternity not only never dies but is originally unborn. This is true for all being: that which gives life to life is not itself alive; that which brings death can never die.


You may not know how to live, but so long as you are alive, you will live. You may not know how to die, but—as I once heard a Tibetan teacher say—“Don’t worry about dying … you’ll be able to do it.”


The key to being truly yourself is to be free from fear. Don’t fear dying; don’t fear living. To be free from fear, though, you must know what you can really rely on.


What can you truly rely on? You cannot rely on your abilities: muscles weaken, organs fail, memories fade. Consciousness floats in and out on a momentary basis. We cannot rely on being always awake, and we cannot count on being always asleep even when we die, for nobody knows what death entails.


If we cannot rely even on ourselves, how can we possibly rely on others? Even those who love us most dearly will sometimes be tired or unavailable; even with the best of will they cannot provide precisely what we want whenever we want it. We often cannot even be clear about what we want or need. Our desire for someone else to know and fulfill our needs is as human as the child’s desire to be taken care of by the parent and just as fated to be fraught with failures of empathy, perceived intrusions, and unavoidable abandonments.


Earth underlies all and the firmament soars above all. Still, you cannot rely on earth to be the way you want it: sinkholes settle and volcanoes erupt, soil washes away. Earth is always underfoot, but sometimes it may be a forest floor, other times quicksand—and in any case, we humans have a tendency to cover it with concrete. The sky is always overhead, but sunshine and rain will come and go regardless of your desires for the day.


You cannot rely on any particular weather forecast, but you can rely on there always being some kind of weather. You cannot rely on any particular phenomenon, but you can be sure that phenomena will appear and disappear. You cannot rely on the earth being a particular way, but the physicality of matter and the dynamics of energy continue their expressive conversations. The sky may change its appearance, but whether you see clouds or not, the stars are always there, though even they are constantly changing.


You cannot rely on your beliefs: these are a matter of ideology. Beliefs can be tested and sometimes found wanting; clinging to beliefs can lead to disappointment or zealotry. You can, however, keep the faith if you rely on what is true: beyond words and understanding, life-and-death goes on, inexhaustible, gracing us with the currency of unceasing flow.


Something emerges mysteriously from nothing, sound rests eternally on silence. When the lake dries up, the meadow will appear. When the meadow is filled with trees, the birds will nest. When the forests are consumed with flames, the pinecones will release their seeds.


[image: image]


I was hiking over a pass in Ladakh at around seventeen thousand feet when my legs suddenly lost sensation and stopped responding to my brain’s instructions. My companion had to leave me for an hour to obtain help. During this time I sat and looked across the empty high desert plain and, knowing I was suffering from a stroke, complained to the mountain peaks: “I might die here, now, alone!”


The mountains looked back at me and in their silent way answered: “So? What’s so special? We, too, live and die.”


This was very comforting. My fear melted, giving way to feelings of belonging and compassion.
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Heaven endures forever, earth lasts eternally,


because they do not live for themselves.


Heaven covers everything equally, earth upholds all,


so they are immortal.


Thus the True Person does not put herself forward.


Leaving self behind is at the forefront;


this safeguards true self.


Since you are not It, but It actually is you,


you meet yourself everywhere


and are completely fulfilled every when.


BEING YOURSELF doesn’t mean being selfish. When we think only of ourselves we create a split in ourselves; there is the part doing the thinking and the part we are thinking about. When we become divided in ourselves with an anxious self-consciousness, we tend to stumble.


Athletes know this. If you try to do a somersault off a high diving board by telling yourself to approach the edge with strides fourteen inches long, to bend your knees at a 110-degree angle and push off your feet with ten pounds of force, you’re likely to wind up in a belly flop or body cast. Abandon yourself to the spring of the plank beneath your feet, to your body’s expression of gravity falling to the water waiting below, and you’ll make less of a splash.


Many of our difficulties come from our desire to make a big splash. This is a romantic misunderstanding of the sources of creativity. Creativity is a gift, not a self-inflation. Where do ideas come from? Artists speak reverently of the grace of some inspiration beyond themselves; as vehicles for their muse, they seek to express the inexpressible.


We have a human tendency to hold on, to become attached: we invest our sense of ourselves in the outcome of what we do. If we are excessively selfish, though, we become defensive and rigid: our undivided activity breaks down in a separation of actor and object, and what was playful begins to take a lot of effort. Art becomes artsy when ego asserts its dominance over creation.


If we only pursue our own interests, aiming at ourselves we narrow our field of action. Then being yourself ceases to be a good-natured romp and instead becomes hard work, a struggle between “mine” and “yours”; we strain caught in the illusions of “success” and “failure.”


The solution is easy: when you don’t get in the way of the Way, you find fulfillment because “empty” self is connected self, meeting in a moment. Opening yourself to whatever is right in front of you, you recognize yourself in everything.


Treating everything as ourselves, living not for ourselves but as a true person who covers everything and upholds all, a vast field opens transparent throughout. We are not the world: the world is us.


[image: image]


Leaving Nanda Devi basin, hiking south from Martoli, the trail winds for miles several hundred feet above the river Gori. At thirty-three hundred meters, the sky is a crisp blue and the only sound to compete with the rivers’ rushing is the occasional bleat from mountain sheep. The sound of the river became the susurration of the blood surging through my arteries and veins.


On this exploratory trek in the Indian Himalaya with my friend Joel, we used a team of horsemen to carry our gear. Their most junior member, Biru, swore to being eighteen but was probably closer to fourteen, judging by his boyish antics. He had just tagged along from the village with the head horseman, but he put in more work than the others and we all adopted him as an unofficial member of our group.


One day I was the last to leave our campsite, but felt rested and fit and soon caught up to the horsemen. Mischievous Biru, however, decided to play a game of catch-up. Whenever I got close to overtaking him, he whipped the mule to make it go faster and stay one step ahead of me. He’d look back at me, his smiling eyes would make contact with mine, and we’d meet each other in laughter.


During this trip Joel was mourning his brother who had died a short time ago. Shortly after Biru and I finished our game, our group crossed a plank bridge and a black dog with a brown muzzle, who had befriended us and followed us for days, reached the boundary of his territory. When the dog sat on his haunches and howled we all felt the pain of parting.


Three years earlier Joel and I had hiked hundreds of miles away on the shores of lake Tso Moriri at fifteen thousand feet in Ladakh; the lake is sacred to the Chang-pa herdsmen, who live as nomads in the surrounding high desert plains. I paused to erect a cairn, dedicating each stone to one of the people I loved back home so their spirits could mingle with the lake’s. We stopped to visit a remote school that houses the children of the nomads during their parents’ wanderings and this saying greeted us on its gate: “Others Before Self.”
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Truly good people are like water,


bringing help to all without picking and choosing.


Not contending, not striving, not competing,


going places others avoid, flowing like the Way,


rooted in earth, minds like deep pools,


helping with kindness, speaking with sincerity,


governing with peace, working with skill, moving with time.


No contention, no fault.


YOU AND I are not opposed to one another. Life is not necessarily a zero-sum game where if you have more, I’ll have less. This is a fiction based on a narrow vision that pits self and others against one another. In reality, we are all in this together.


When there is enough to share, there is no problem. When there is not enough to share, if everyone goes out foraging there will be more. Even when you are on a seesaw and it looks like one is up and the other is down, each relies on the other in a balancing relationship and the individual positions are merely temporary.


Capitalism glorifies competition, but being yourself is no contest. You are unique. Problems only arise when we compare our relative worth to others’. If you think of some people as being good, there is nobody who does not have some goodness about them. If you think of some people as being bad, there is nobody that does not have some badness.


As soon as you start making comparisons you open a door for self-doubt: where do you belong on the measurement scale? We are used to worrying about whether we’re “normal,” but normality did not even exist until people gathered in urban centers and statisticians began to tabulate how they were distributed. Once the normal curve was constructed, people were placed relative to the mean.


It’s not possible to have a normal curve where all the children are “above average,” some must be below for others to be above. So instead of each student simply being who she is, grades are assigned. When society tries to put people in their “proper” place, everyone struggles with their position on the totem pole.


Life is not fundamentally something to contend with but something to explore and appreciate. You appreciate it by contributing to it as yourself. Your self is not a measured thing but a streaming flow of relationships with people, with living beings, and with the material world that surrounds you and holds you.


Dwell with earth; think with depth; help with kindness. It’s easy to be sincere when you stop pretending to be anything other than who you are. There’s no place for blame when your skill consists of simply being yourself, a word spoken in time, flowing still.


[image: image]


The ability to let go of contentious argument sometimes lets deeper wellsprings of sincerity emerge. In my first job after graduating high school, I worked as an office boy. It was 1968, and the Vietnam War had polarized the country into “longhairs” and “hardhats,” “peaceniks” and “patriots.” My hair was a little long, and I opposed the war. One of my fellow office workers, a man much older than me, was a self-identified Nixon voter and supporter of the war. He ragged me incessantly about being a “hippy-commie-pinko.” Yet when I quit work to go to college, he was the only one who gave me a gift.


I remember he was somewhat embarrassed when he gave me my present, muttering something about how he didn’t know what I would like, so he’d tried his best to figure out what a college-bound eighteen-year-old would want. When I later opened up his present I found a book of poetry by Ho Chi Minh, the leader of the North Vietnamese in the war. My seeming antagonist had reached beyond his own views and preferences to wish me well on what he felt were my own terms.


How kind of him. I have never forgotten him.
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Pouring more and more into a vessel?


Better to stop in time.


Honing and honing a blade?


Its sharp edge will not last.


Fill a house with treasure, it will never be safe.


Rich, exalted, and proud, you invite blame and failure.


When the work is done, stop: retire and rest.


This is the Way of heaven.


MORE IS NOT BETTER. Sometimes more can be the enemy of enough; when an amount is just right, anything more than enough is extra.


Moving with time requires knowing when to stop in time. If a plumber tightens the pipe connection too much, it will leak. An excess of spice overwhelms all other tastes; if you try too hard to realize yourself, you will become artificially flavored. Overextend yourself, and muscles and mind contract.


Steering free of pride, knowing there is nothing to be ashamed of, you open to yourself in all being, and find there’s plenty of room. Just this is self-sufficiency.


[image: image]


When I worked in a large medical center I often saw physicians reach for a prescription pad in an effort to do something for a patient quickly; they did not feel comfortable “just” listening to their patients, despite knowing that simply feeling heard was often more healing for a patient than a medication or invasive procedure. I came to realize I, too, am often prone to offer a “fix” to people I love when I see them suffering. I want to do more to help them and find it difficult to just stop, offer myself as a witness, and trust the present of my presence is enough.
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