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To the single-celled organism known as LUCA, the “last universal common ancestor,” and all beings who followed, including my parents, my daughter, and of course, YOU.



BEING NATURE
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“A milestone in contemporary Buddhism. Nisker grounds the Buddha’s teachings in discoveries made by the neural and evolutionary sciences. I dare you to find a book on science that is so personal or a book on meditation that is so funny and forgiving.”

JOANNA MACY, PH.D., ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVIST,
 BUDDHIST SCHOLAR, AND  AUTHOR OF
A WILD LOVE FOR THE WORLD

“Wes Nisker is one of my all-time favorite teachers. With tremendous warmth and wit, he shows us a path to profound inner peace that is grounded in both science and the liberating insights of the Buddha. Each page of this timeless classic shines with humor, beautiful and clear writing, fascinating research—and the heartfelt invitation to find lasting love and happiness right in the middle of life itself.”

RICK HANSON, PH.D.,

AUTHOR OF BUDDHA’S BRAIN

“This book brings to life an ancient meditative wisdom that has the deepest of relevance to our lives as individuals and as a species. It is a masterful look at who we are and how great our potential is to realize our true nature here and now, before this fleeting moment we call ‘our’ life dissolves back into all life and the opportunity of a lifetime is missed.”

JON KABAT-ZINN, FOUNDER OF MINDFULNESS-BASED STRESS REDUCTION

“One of the best efforts yet to bring together meditators and scientists. It is an instrument for our greater joy and achievements.”

THICH NHAT HANH (1926–2022), ZEN MASTER AND AUTHOR OF 
PEACE IS EVERY STEP

“With careful and heartfelt reflections, Wes Nisker, drawing upon Buddhist practices, lays out a path whereby humanity can ride the truths of science into a sublime and joyful freedom. This book is truly a healing and historic achievement.”

BRIAN SWIMME, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF EVOLUTIONARY
COSMOLOGY AT THE CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES AND AUTHOR OF 
THE UNIVERSE IS A GREEN
DRAGON

“A joy to read—an illuminating and often humorous synthesis of ancient Buddhist understanding and present-day discoveries in biology and cognitive science. Wes Nisker grounds the theory in his own deep experience of meditation, offering a wealth of practical mind-exploring exercises that transform knowledge into wisdom. It is a wonderful book.”

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN, COFOUNDER OF THE INSIGHT MEDITATION SOCIETY AND 
AUTHOR OF ONE DHARMA: THE EMERGING WESTERN BUDDHISM

“What delight and illumination are contained in these pages! Science (particularly evolutionary biology) and religion have lacked a common language in which to converse—Wes Nisker’s book manages to articulate a new dialect that not only syncretizes a host of important principles but also is music to the ear.”

AJAHN AMARO, ABBOT OF AMARAVATI BUDDHIST MONASTERY AND AUTHOR OF 
AN INTRODUCTION TO THE LIFE AND TEACHINGS OF AJAHN CHAH

“Nisker’s prose has always been engaging, but here he writes with greater maturity, without sacrificing the impishness that has characterized his earlier work. In time, people will consider Being Nature as groundbreaking a work as an earlier classic of interdisciplinary synthesis, The Tao of Physics.”

YOGA JOURNAL
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Jack Kornfield, PhD

Albert Einstein famously exhorted us to step out of the optical delusion of separateness and widen our circle of compassion. 

Today we know how important this is as we face global pandemics, rising oceans and climate crisis, the increasing disparity between rich and poor, and the calls for racial, social, and economic justice.

The question is how can we do this? How can we step out of the optical delusion of separateness? How do we become wise stewards of our lives and true lovers of our Earth?

You have in your hands a brilliant answer. Being Nature is a unique work: profoundly scientific and equally poetic, grounded in earth-based wisdom and equally spiritual. It is also funny and fresh and startlingly new.

Like the corpus callosum that links the left and right hemispheres of the brain, Being Nature links deep ways of knowing, those from the sciences of biology, ecology, and physics and those from the profound contemplative knowings of the heart. Most importantly, it is a visionary workbook, an inner journey and guide to use in your own body, heart, and mind to awaken new understanding and universal compassion.

Take a deep breath right now. Pause. Turn your attention to the mystery of your human life and your singular uniqueness among all beings. Now notice how your bodily life depends on constantly exchanging gas, breathing the same air with all breathing beings. We are an inter-breathing organism. Relax into wonder.

This is a tiny first step in how to read this masterful text. In his fresh way, Wes will lead you step by step through dozens of practices and reflections to open your mind and engage your heart. Universal in nature, these illuminating practices are drawn from the core of the Buddha’s path to awakening. They follow the famed and powerful tools of the Foundations of Mindfulness which systematically explore our nature as part of the nature of it all. The body, the elements, states of mind, feelings, consciousness, birth and death, and our interrelations with society, environment, and all life are all included.

Take your time with this book. Let it percolate, season you as you read. Try each practice and reflection in turn. Each is a skillful means to lovingly deconstruct your separateness and restore the lost pearl of your freedom. Each has a power to dissolve the illusions of separateness and open you to a wise, spacious, and compassionate consciousness.

Wes Nisker has offered you this special gift, deep, refreshingly charming, immensely creative. It is an invitation to awaken.

Enjoy and embody.

With metta and blessings, 

Jack Kornfield 

Spirit Rock Meditation Center, 2021

JACK KORNFIELD is one of the key teachers to introduce mindfulness practice to the West. Trained as a Buddhist monk, he is a founder of Spirit Rock Center and The Insight Meditation Society. A psychologist, husband, grandfather, and activist, he is the author of sixteen books.



Buddhas use countless numbers of expedient means, various causes and conditions, and words of simile and parable to expound the doctrines for the sake of living beings. And these living beings, by listening to the doctrines of the Buddhas, are all eventually able to attain wisdom embracing all species.

THE LOTUS SUTRA



PROLOGUE
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Who Goes There?

The inspiration for this book goes back at least as far as my first meditation retreat, which took place in 1970 in the village of Bodhgaya, India. The temple in which I began to practice this ancient art was just a few minutes’ walk from the Bodhi tree where more than twenty-five hundred years earlier the Buddha is said to have sat down and found liberation. I was part of a wave of young Americans and Europeans who had traveled to Asia in a somewhat confused, romantic search for new ways of understanding life and living it.

When I sat down to meditate at that first retreat, I was already twenty-eight years old and had a liberal arts degree from a fine American college and several years of graduate school, and I had undergone some Freudian and gestalt psychotherapy. But in all that time no one had ever hinted to me that I could observe myself in this meditative way, or that by developing certain faculties of my mind I could see into my deepest biological and psychological conditioning for myself, and in the process even unravel a few threads of it.

Although psychotherapy had given me a glimpse into the influences of my personal history on my present life, I had never explored the much more powerful impact of life itself, or how just being a human or an animal has laid down the basic conditions of my existence. I had never learned to understand or to feel myself as part of nature in any way, or as interwoven with the world in any form. While psychotherapy had shown me how to see into the origins of my personality, I had been given no clue how to see through it; I had been taught how to gain some freedom for myself, but never how to gain freedom from myself.

As it is for many people, my first meditation retreat was therefore full of fascinating, painful, self-shattering revelations. I was amazed to discover a pure knowing part of my mind that was somewhat different from my thinking mind. I had never imagined that I could actually listen to myself think, nor that it would be so humbling to do so.

Our culture emphasizes the development of intellect—reading, writing, and ’rithmatic—and I had come to place the highest value on thinking and my ability to manipulate thoughts. After all, that is what we are graded on in school. Like most of us, I came to regard what was in my mind as my primary identity. In some strange sense, who “I” was did not involve the earth, the history of life, the cosmos, hardly even my own body. What I had grown up believing, quite literally, is that “I think, therefore I am.” Perhaps it would be more accurate to say, “I think therefore I think I am.”

During my first few meditation retreats, I was quite surprised to hear myself thinking against my will. I would be trying to pay single-minded attention to my breath, and my mind would continue to produce all sorts of thoughts and ideas. Who was doing this thinking? And if I am not the director of my thinking, then what am I doing with all that free time? More to the point, if I am not my thinking, who am I? 

The practice of mindfulness meditation has allowed me to look clearly and sometimes even calmly at my mind and body, and to ask questions like these. After many years of meditation and study I don’t claim any great final liberation, but I do feel that my primary identity has shifted. More and more I feel myself included in the world and, just as important, the world included in me.

Sometimes I think it strange that I perhaps wouldn’t have felt this inclusion—or for that matter known of this method of self-observation—all on my own. The attitude of meditative mindfulness seems so obvious to me now, and the practice seems so necessary to a clear understanding of my life. Shouldn’t we all just discover these things as a natural part of our human development?

Over the years, as I continued to study Buddhist ideas and practices, I began to notice an amazing correspondence between this ancient wisdom tradition and the discoveries of modern science. What first captured my interest, along with that of many others, were the breakthroughs in the fields of quantum physics and astronomy that seemed to corroborate ancient Buddhist perspectives. By the late seventies, however, I had become equally fascinated with the stories coming from the natural sciences, especially from the fields of evolutionary biology and psychology. These disciplines had begun revealing in very precise detail how deeply embedded and interwoven humans are with all of life and nature, echoing the most fundamental of Buddhist insights.

The more I studied both Buddhism and the evolutionary sciences, the more they seemed to me to be a marriage made—let’s say—in evolution. The two disciplines draw strikingly similar maps of mental and emotional life, and also agree on the fundamental laws of nature and living systems. Most importantly, I am convinced that Buddhism and evolutionary science can serve each other in ways that have profound implications for all of us.

As I will explain in detail throughout this book, the evolutionary sciences lend support and guidance to the Buddhist practices of self-liberation, offering very specific information about our place in the scheme of things. The sciences show us how interwoven we are with all life through the history of molecules, cells, bones, and brains.

Buddhist meditation, in turn, can make the latest discoveries of evolutionary science relevant and vital in our lives. Through Buddhist practices, the scientific revolution can actually be placed in the service of the spiritual. Together the two can offer us what I call evolutionary wisdom.

This wisdom is quite simply the deep realization of our nature as 
nature. I am not just referring to an abstract knowledge of other primate 
species as our ancestors, but rather to a deep sense of our co-emergence with 
the elements, the sea and atmosphere, cellular life and sunlight, plants and 
animals, sentience—the whole evolutionary shebang. Evolutionary wisdom is also 
a recognition and exploration of the special gifts we seem to have been given by 
nature, and how we might use them to enhance our human condition and the life of 
this planet.

It is important to state that this book is not about getting rid of our personality or individuality—as if that were even possible—but rather about gaining access to our most basic identity. When we can experience ourselves as part of the processes of biological and cosmic evolution, we automatically begin to break free from the domination of ego. We are finally able to loosen the tight shoe of self. Our lives gain new dimension, context, gestalt. We begin to give ourselves some space.
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Being Nature is a practical guide, offering meditations 
and reflective exercises that I hope will lead you to greater self-awareness, 
and thereby to increased freedom and happiness. Most of the exercises in the 
book are variations of traditional Buddhist practices, interpreted for our time 
through the filters of modern science and intended to be provocative, easy, and 
even fun to do.

These ideas and practices come, for the most part, from the Theravada school of Buddhism, known as the Path of the Elders. This school is based on the earliest written record of the Buddha’s teaching, compiled five hundred years after his death in numerous texts collectively called the Pali Canon. The most significant segments of the Pali Canon are the discourses (sutras, in Sanskrit) given by the Buddha as he instructed his followers on the path of self-awareness and liberation.

The Path of the Elders has been preserved in India, Myanmar, Thailand, and Sri Lanka, and it has become one of the most popular Buddhist schools in the modern Western world. The primary meditation practices of the Elders’ tradition are often referred to as “insight” (vipassana), 
and most of them are based on the development of the mental faculty known as mindfulness.

For scientific advice, I have drawn from writings and interviews with experts and interpreters from many disciplines, but especially from those in neuroscience, evolutionary biology, and psychology. In particular, I have been inspired by people engaged in some way with both science and meditation practice who have brought the two together in their work, including Jon KabatZinn, Daniel Goleman, Mark Epstein, Francisco Varela, Candace Pert, Rick Hanson, and Fritjof Capra, among others.

This book is dedicated to the perennial teachings of Buddhism, which are to foster self-awareness and compassion, and to relieve suffering—in short, to evolve. As Buddhist scholar Robert A. F. Thurman has said, “Buddhism is an evolutionary sport.” This book is an invitation to play that game, and to the increase of wisdom, peace, and happiness that it can offer.
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PART ONE
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To Study the Self




CHAPTER ONE
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A Case of Mistaken Identity

True happiness consists in eliminating the false idea of “I.”

THE BUDDHA

The true value of a human being is determined primarily by the measure and the sense in which he has attained liberation from the self.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

According to the world’s great spiritual traditions and perennial philosophies, the critical question that each of us must ask ourselves is “Who am I?” Our response is of vital importance to our happiness and well-being. How at ease we feel in our body, mind, and in the world, as well as how we behave toward others and the environment all revolve around how we come to view ourselves in the larger scheme of things.

If you were asked to describe yourself, how would you respond? Most people might say their name, occupation, family status, age, gender, nationality, ethnic background, and religious affiliation. Only after further probing will some people add that they are alive, 
or that they are a human, conscious, an animal, a vertebrate, a biped, a 
primate, or an earthling. The most essential aspects of our existence—and the 
ones we hold most in common with others—are often afterthoughts or completely missing from how we see ourselves.

In our time, many of us seem to be increasingly lost in our personal dramas. Spiritually and psychologically we live inside a bubble of self, as though we are “in here” and the rest of the world is “out there.” From moment to moment we believe that we are acting “on” the world, rarely noticing that we are “of” the world. Our social and economic philosophy says, “you are on your own,” and even our religions tell us that salvation is an individual matter between each of us and our god. On all sides, we sense ourselves isolated and apart from the rest of creation.

Perhaps strangest of all, we experience our human life and society as different from nature, somehow detached from universal laws and the unfolding of biological evolution. This feeling of separateness continues in spite of the fact that our sciences have shown us the specific ways in which we have been fashioned out of other life forms and shaped by natural forces. Most of us do not carry any sense of being created in that way or as being part of those processes.

Our feeling of separation from nature is apparent in our language. For instance, when an earthquake or flood occurs we talk of a “natural disaster,” but we don’t consider our wars or economic upheavals as natural disasters—as if nature has nothing whatsoever to do with the way we behave. In the service of survival, our species was given the ability to see ourselves as separate from the world as a smart adaptation.

The idea that we are separate and autonomous beings is not only mistaken but 
is a fundamental source of our suffering. When we don’t feel a part of some 
grander design we are forced to carry all of the meaning of life on our own 
shoulders. We must judge our worth according to purely personal goals or else in 
comparison with others, fostering feelings of loneliness, competition, and fear. Without any sense of being governed by universal laws and processes, we almost inevitably end up blaming ourselves for not finding enough happiness or security, or else blaming others. When we don’t feel part of life or the world we also lose a sense of wonder and can easily become cynical or sad. These are all symptoms of the metaphysical malaise of individualism, the disease we suffer from today.

We don’t have to think of ourselves as isolated, interior monads—that is not the unalterable truth about ourselves; it is just one perspective on ourselves, and perspectives can change.

PHILIP CUSHMAN, CONSTRUCTING AMERICA, CONSTRUCTING THE SELF

Why did we pry ourselves loose from earth and sky and other creatures and wander off alone? Evolution made us do it. What led to human supremacy on this planet is precisely our ability to find differences, to make distinctions. As a result, we became good at breaking the world into pieces (in our minds, as well), and then moving those pieces around to suit our perceived needs and desires. The bargain, however, was Faustian. The dividing intellect that gave us power over things also severed the primal umbilical cord; it cut us off from the rest of creation.

According to the Bible we were once integrated with the natural world but were banished from that “garden” when Adam and Eve ate from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Perhaps we call that mythical moment “the fall” because we consider it the beginning of our feelings of separation.

It was not into sin that we fell, for that implies that we knew what we were doing. The fall was a banishment from the grace of union. We fell out of the garden of oneness. Biting into the apple brought us self-consciousness, and that led to a new kind of suffering in the world—the individual, personal kind.

Our feelings of separateness and individuality seem to have increased over the course of human history. As we study the past, we realize that it didn’t always feel this way to be somebody: the boundaries of self were not always so clearly drawn. As philosopher Charles Taylor writes in his widely acclaimed book Sources of the Self, “Talk about ‘identity’ in the modern sense would have been incomprehensible to our forebears of a couple of centuries ago.” It seems safe to say that prior to just the last century or so, virtually nobody held the opinion that you can be anyone you want to be in this lifetime.

The concept of self—along with the innermost sense of what it feels like to be a person—changes over time. A nomadic tribesman of 500 BCE, a medieval peasant, and a modern middle-class corporate employee would have very different notions about their place in the cosmos, their self-importance, their personal freedom, and their relationship to the forces of nature and other people. Who we think we are depends to a significant degree upon which wave we ride in the streams of biological and cultural evolution; where and when we are born. We don’t create our self so much as the evolving idea of “self” creates us.

Not so very long ago in biological time, people did not necessarily believe that they were in charge of their lives or, for that matter, even their own minds. In his now famous study The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bi-Cameral Mind, Julian Jaynes claims that in early Greek culture “the gods take the place of consciousness.” Jaynes cites passages from the Iliad that indicate that the Greeks who lived around 1000 BCE had “no will of their own and certainly no notion of free will.” According to Jaynes, the early Greeks heard their thought process as voices of the gods, an interpretation that today we might call schizophrenic.

Approximately five hundred years later, just as Gautama Buddha was declaring a doctrine of “non-self” in Asia, a radically new “self ” emerged in the Hellenic world. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle heralded the apparent power of each individual to manipulate the contents of his or her own mind. It was no longer the gods’ voices that were heard inside the heads of people, but their own. The assumption that each person can think and reason for themselves marked a major shift in human consciousness, as well as in the sense of personal identity.

An entirely new degree of individuality seemed to emerge in Europe during the Enlightenment. Individuals grew more and more identified with their own mind, which was seen as the source and center of the personal self. The thinkers of the era became so enamored of their powers of intellect and invention that they declared the mind and its “self ” to be superior to and independent of the world of matter and nature. Power was taken away from God and truth from the church, and both were given over to human reason and science. In theory at least, the individual was freed from any outside authority or conditions. Ironically, just as the Enlightenment’s science was proving that the Earth was not the center of the universe, its philosophers were granting that exalted place to each individual.

The self that pervades the modern world is completely convinced of its own autonomy and separateness. Over time we have developed what psychological historian Philip Cushman calls “the bounded, masterful self,” an individual who believes that he or she is completely independent of outside forces. This modern self lives in a “culture of narcissism,” with very little sense of being part of either a grand cosmic design, the unfolding processes of nature, or even a communal or historical destiny. In the mirror of our culture and in the mirror of our private bathrooms we see only the individual. Upon closer examination, this image begins to look like a hallucination: we seem to be suffering from a new form of schizophrenia in which we label all of the different voices in our heads as “I” or “mine.” Believing them all to be ours is as far-fetched as believing they all belong to the gods.

Human beings have reached what may well be a pivotal stage in their evolution. They have been created by the universe, in the universe, as an integral part of the universe. They have passed through a difficult period when their strong day-to-day experience of selfhood and their cultural conditioning have made them feel detached from the reality in which they are permanently embedded. And now they are beginning to see beyond the self again into the truth of their condition.

DAVID DARLING, ZEN PHYSICS

Now we have come full circle, at least in our knowledge of ourselves. Perhaps the human mind has finally become masterful enough to see through its own hubris and is now bringing us to a more balanced and satisfying understanding of who we are in the world. Ironically, the dividing intellect—in its incarnation as modern science—is showing us our oneness with all things. The physicists have found evidence that we are subatomically joined at the hip to absolutely everything else in creation. The chemists and biologists have named the common molecules that make us coexistent with the atmosphere, the earth, and all other living things. The geneticists have unraveled 
molecular codes revealing that microbes, salamanders, horseshoe crabs, apes, and humans all share common ancestry. The evolutionary scientists tell us a story of our emergence from a long lineage of beings in what seems like a miraculous process of bubbling, twitching, struggling life, re-creating itself as it interactively adjusts to the ever-changing conditions of Earth ecology.

But still, if a bunch of esteemed scientists got you in a room and told you of their discoveries, you might say, “Sure, I know all that.” And then you would stand up and walk away, continuing to believe in your own independent, self-created self. There “you” go, again.

If we could only evolve into our new scientific understanding, if we could somehow integrate our knowledge of interconnection and let it infuse our lives—that would mark a revolution in both consciousness and behavior. If we could experience our existence as part of the wondrous processes of biological and cosmic evolution, our lives would gain new meaning and joy. The mystics have been making this point for centuries. As Alan Watts wrote, “We do not need a new religion or a new bible. We need a new experience—a new feeling of what it is to be ‘I.’”


THE BUDDHA’S LOOK INSIDE

Within the Buddhist tradition there exist powerful, time-tested, and accessible methods for healing our perceived separation from the world around us. The techniques of Buddhist insight meditation were specifically designed as ways to explore and experience the natural forces working through us at every moment. These meditations and reflections are meant to liberate us from the suffocation of a mistaken separate identity.

In particular, as I will explain in detail later in the book, the Buddhist meditation series known as the Four Foundations of Mindfulness can be understood and practiced as an evolutionary journey. These exercises guide us through our body, emotions, and mind, and in the process reveal our nature as nature. Although evolutionary scientists are uncovering this same truth, there is a crucial difference in their process, and that is in the direction of their gaze. Scientists investigate life by looking outside of themselves, while Buddhist meditators look inward. In either direction reality displays roughly the same qualities: scientists and meditators give uncannily similar accounts of everything from brain functions to subatomic realities. As inside, so outside. The big difference is that by holding these truths inside ourselves the information becomes personal. Experiencing the laws of nature working within us begins to alter our sense of who we are and how we feel about our life.

The methods of science do not necessarily have this effect. Physicists can understand subatomic reality in the outside world and forget that it is going on inside of them. A neuroscientist can study someone else’s brain functions and remark on the absence of a director or “self,” while still convinced that a self—maybe even one deserving of the Pulitzer Prize—is conducting the study. Evolutionary psychologists can trace the primal origins of many human behaviors, and continue to believe, as they groom themselves in the mirror every morning, that they are the sole authors of their own.

It seems that knowledge of the external world alone isn’t enough to transform us. We have all seen the Earth from the moon or from outer space, and yet, in spite of optimistic predictions, that image does not seem to have significantly altered our sense of ourselves or our place in the cosmos. What is becoming clear is that the habits of the heart are too deeply entrenched to be uprooted by abstract knowledge or even by a single image, no matter how powerful. Paradigms are heavy, and it takes a lot of force to shift them even a fraction.

As meditators go inside to explore and experience the nature of their bodies and minds, the insights slowly begin to seep into the marrow of their being, resetting what the neuroscientists call “resonating neuronal assemblies.” What is discovered and perceived is finally “realized,” a word used by many spiritual traditions to mean that one is starting to live and experience life according to their own deepest understanding.




LANDING ON EARTH

I suggest that once you become aware of the idea of evolution, once you begin to feel that things do change through time, then your perception of everything around you is enhanced. Another dimension is added to your view of the world, and that is the fourth dimension: time. You begin to perceive that an animal or a plant and the lineage to which it belongs, and the planet itself, are like a flame; not so much a thing as a performance, always becoming something else; and that each of us and our species as a whole are part of the overall unfolding.

COLIN TUDGE, THE TIME BEFORE HISTORY

The aim of all great spiritual traditions is to offer us relief from the dramas of self and history, to remind us that we are part of much grander projects than these. In that sense, I suggest that experiencing ourselves as part of biological evolution can be understood as a complete spiritual path. The fantastic story of evolving life and consciousness contains as many miracles as any bible and as much majesty as any pantheon of divinities. The drama of Earth life’s creative expression and the puzzle of where it might be leading can fill us with enough suspense and wonder to last at least a lifetime. And the idea that we are part of its unfolding can offer us meaning and purpose. Equally important, the difficulties, pain, and death inherent in all life can teach us about the fundamental conditions of our own. And if the spiritual has something to do with humility, then the scale of nature, from the uncountable number of cells in our brain to the Grand Canyon to the vast numbers of galaxy clusters just now being discovered will certainly serve the purpose.

To know ourselves as emerging from earth life doesn’t in any way deny our divinity: it only seems to deny our exclusive divinity. The sacred is alive not just in us, but everywhere. Nature can even serve as the text of our religion: the holy can be seen inscribed in the veins of the leaves and in the vessels of our blood. Nature is the medium that nurtured our consciousness as well as our imagination, and therefore is the mother of all our realities, even the realm of the gods.

If spiritual liberation means feeling part of something greater than oneself, then, as Buddhist philosopher and ecologist Joanna Macy proposes, “Rather than being liberated from life, we can be liberated into life.” A nature-based spirituality would foster the realization that what defines our individual human life is, first and foremost, life. Secondarily it is human, and only thirdly is it individual.

As we navigate through this still-young millennium, facing increasing news of ecological catastrophe, many people are searching for ways to “reconnect” with natural processes, or, more accurately, to realize their innate connection. The Buddhist practices of self-awareness, supported by the knowledge of evolutionary science, can help us gain a sense of what Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh calls our “interbeing.” These practices can help us ground the great mystery and, in the process, make ourselves feel at home again.

Molecules awoke one morning to find that atoms were inside them, enfolded in their very being. Cells awoke one morning to find that molecules were actually inside them, as part of their being. And you might awake one morning and find that nature is a part of you, literally internal to your being. You would then treat nature as you would your lungs or kidneys. A spontaneous environmental ethics surges forth from your heart, and you will never again look at a river, a leaf, a deer, a robin, in the same way.

KEN WILBER, A BRIEF HISTORY OF EVERYTHING





CHAPTER TWO
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The Buddha Was a Biologist

It is our contention that . . . Asian philosophy, particularly of the Buddhist tradition, is a second renaissance in the cultural history of the West, with the potential to be equally important as the discovery of Greek thought in the European renaissance. [Asian philosophy] never became a purely abstract occupation. It was tied to specific disciplined methods for knowing—different methods of meditation.

FRANCISCO VARELA, THE EMBODIED MIND

Buddhist meditation practices and scientific exploration reveal two ways of knowing. With the scientific method, we look outside of ourselves for truth, dividing up the world to see if reality’s secrets are hiding in the cracks. Meanwhile, with meditation, we direct our attention inward, relying on experiential knowing, seeking to resolve the questions themselves in the realization of non-duality and the great mystery of consciousness.

As they compare notes, scientists and Buddhist scholars alike have been astounded by the fact that the two ways of knowing have arrived at so many similar conclusions. Physics is one arena where the two have found agreement. As impossible as it must seem to physicists who use sophisticated bubble chambers and laser photography to study subatomic events, Buddhists have uncovered at least the basic principles of subatomic physics through their meditation practices. Meditation can reveal that there is no solidity anywhere, that the observer cannot be separated from what is observed, that phenomena seem to appear out of emptiness, and that everything affects everything else in a co-emergent system that scientists have acknowledged and named “nonlocality.” These insights have been discovered by many meditators who have simply focused their attention inward.

The Buddhist and scientific maps of mind and cognition are strikingly similar. Furthermore, the Buddhists have for centuries been studying the elusive nature of “self ” and consciousness, concepts that continue to befuddle the neuroscientists. Many Buddhists have even resolved these puzzles, at least to the individual meditator’s satisfaction.

Buddhist meditation itself could be understood as a form of scientific research. Meditators try to maintain the scientific attitude of objectivity while investigating themselves. They too want to look at life without prejudicing the study with personal desires or preset theories. “Just the facts, ma’am.”

A scientist might argue that his findings are objective because they can be verified by someone replicating the experiments or redoing the mathematical equations. However, every Buddhist meditator who undertakes a specific path of inquiry is, in a sense, redoing the experiment, and most will arrive at similar conclusions about the nature of self and reality. In mindfulness meditation, what is known as “the progress of insight” unfolds in a relatively standard fashion for most people. The Buddha wants each of us to become a scientist, using ourselves as subjects. He recommends a careful deconstruction of the seemingly solid realities of mind and body as a way to explore their sources, and thus reveal our oneness with the world. As it says in the Abhidhamma, an early Buddhist text, “the first task of insight (vipassana) meditation is . . . the dissecting of an apparently compact mass.”

Modern science also set about the task of disassembling reality and has found—miracle of miracles—that oneness is right there, in reality’s very core. If it has proven anything, scientific research over the past few decades has validated the mystical vision as the ultimate truth. Nothing can be separated from anything else. The scientists attempt to express this oneness by inserting the connector: wave-particle, space-time, matter-energy.

Although modern science has helped humanity achieve new levels of material comfort, its greatest gift may yet turn out to be spiritual—a more accurate and satisfying way of understanding ourselves. Instead of reducing humans to material processes, as some critics assert, scientists are simply showing us the specific threads that connect us to all of life and the universe.

A single protein molecule or a single finger print, a single syllable on the radio or a single idea of yours implies the whole historical reach of stellar and organic evolution. It is enough to make you tingle all the time.

JOHN PLATT, THE STEPS TO MAN

The Buddha was a great scientist of the self. It is clear in the Pāli Canon that he was not much concerned with cosmic consciousness, and there is no evidence that he believed in any god or goddess. He was also silent on the question of a first cause, saying it would be impossible to trace the “karma,” the complete history of either an individual or the universe. Instead, throughout his discourses we find the Buddha emphasizing what I would call “biological consciousness.”

The Buddha’s meditation instructions in the Pāli Canon are almost exclusively focused on the natural processes of our physical and mental life. He tells us to meditate on our skin and bones, our nervous system, the processes of walking, hearing, seeing, and thinking. According to the Buddha, everything we need to know about life and reality can be found inside “this fathom-long body.”

Throughout his teachings, for instance, the Buddha emphasizes the impermanent nature of all phenomena. Remembering this universal truth (documented from Heraclitus to Heisenberg) is critical to our personal happiness, because the fact that everything is in transition means that we can’t hold on to any object or experience, nor to life itself. If we forget about impermanence and try to grasp or hold on to things, we will inevitably create suffering for ourselves.

The Buddha tells us to become personally familiar with this truth by meditating on the changes that take place inside of us at every moment:

Herein a person contemplates as impermanent and not as permanent, the pleasant, unpleasant and neutral feelings . . . the feelings born of visual impressions, soundimpressions, smell-impressions; (etc.) . . . the corporeal phenomena . . . water, heat, skin, flesh, blood, sinews, bone marrow, (etc.) . . . visual consciousness, auditory consciousness, olfactory consciousness, (etc.). . . . Contemplating them [all] as impermanent, the meditator abandons the notion of permanency . . . [and] by relinquishing, the meditator abandons craving.

SATIPATTHANA-KATHA

According to the Buddha, by experiencing our own impermanent nature—by feeling it and reflecting upon it regularly—we can learn to inhabit this truth and live by it. As we grow familiar with the radical impermanence of every moment’s experience, we may no longer get so lost in our own desire system; we don’t hold on as tightly or get so “hung up.” We are able to live more in harmony with the way things are. This is one example of how the Buddha was able to use his scientific insights in the service of spirituality.

Those who drink of the deepest truths live happily with a serene mind.

DHAMMAPADA

As a spiritual biologist, the Buddha studied the human condition thoroughly. He gave a broad outline of his findings in the Four Noble Truths, the first of which announces that life is inherently unsatisfactory, a time of continual neediness and desire accompanied by some measure of pain, sadness, sickness, and inevitable old age and death. The First Noble Truth (dukkha in Pali, translated as “suffering”) is part of the deal when we get a human body and nervous system—period. Critics cite the First Noble Truth as proof that the Buddha was negative about life, but he was simply making a scientific observation.

This human condition may seem inhumane to us, but that only means that it doesn’t meet our standards of fairness. We would like life to be different, and ironically, that desire itself can become a major source of our suffering.

All of this isn’t to deny that there is joy, love, pleasure, and fun in a life, but the hard facts are much more certain. It simply is not easy having a body, fighting gravity from morning to night, being forever in need of food, warmth, and shelter, and driven by the urge to procreate. These are the biological conditions we are born into, and what the Buddha saw was that we need to come to a deep inner understanding and acceptance of them if we are ever to find any peace of mind or ease in life. Indeed, meditators often report feelings of great relief when they begin to acknowledge the First Noble Truth—and that it does apply to them.

The Buddha’s Second Noble Truth (samudaya in Pali, translated as “arising”) attributes the arising of human suffering to the fact that we live in an almost constant state of desire. According to the Buddha, we are born into this condition as well: It is part of our evolutionary inheritance, the karma of taking form. He explains in detail how simply having a body and senses and coming into contact with the world will create pleasant or unpleasant sensations that will automatically lead to reactions of desire or aversion. This process is instinctual, a function of our nervous system, which operates according to the biological law of stimulus-response. The Buddha saw that this organic condition keeps us continually dissatisfied and off-balance.

With great psychological insight, the Buddha recognized that our desires fall into three categories. One he called the “desire for existence,” which we might think of as the survival instinct, which gets translated into building strong walls around our houses, opening a savings account, finding good doctors, or even seeking a religion that will promise the ultimate security of everlasting life. The Buddha also saw a complementary desire within us for “nonexistence,” which can be translated into the urge to lose oneself in sex, food, movies, or adventure, or by some means to “get out” of oneself. Even the mystical search can be seen as a desire for nonexistence, a wish to dissolve once again into the amniotic fluids or the oceanic Oneness. The Buddha’s last category of desire is for sense pleasure, perhaps the easiest to notice. It’s the pleasure principle, present in almost everything we do.

I am always startled when I watch my mind for any length of time in meditation, just to discover that these three desire gears are all there, going around independently, with an ever-changing array of objects attached to them. Desire is perfectly natural, I discover, but it has less to do with “me” than I ever could imagine.

Like most people, I usually believe that I suffer only because the desire of this moment remains unfulfilled, until, perhaps in meditation, I recognize that I am caught on a treadmill. When my mind grows quiet, I am able to see that desire itself is what keeps me dissatisfied. This is difficult to notice, precisely because so few moments of our life are without desire. Meditation can offer an experience of another possibility.

There is nothing more important to true growth than realizing that you are not the voice of the mind—you are the one who hears it.

MICHAEL A. SINGER, THE UNTETHERED SOUL

The Buddha’s Third Noble Truth (nirodha in Pali, translated as “cessation”) is his most significant biological insight, that nature has given us the ability to train our minds to bring us new levels to end suffering and attain freedom and satisfaction. During his own awakening, the Buddha realized that as humans we are able to see into our primal reactivity and in the process learn how to gain some freedom from it. Evolution has gifted us with the potential for new degrees of self-awareness, and perhaps even the ability, on some level, to take part in our own evolution. If we learn how to develop this potential, we might yet live up to our self-applied labels of “conscious,” or Homo sapiens sapiens, the twice-knowing human. We may even be able to find a way to become a more contented species. “I teach one thing and one thing only,” said the Buddha: “suffering, and the end of suffering.”

The Buddha’s Fourth Noble Truth (magga in Pali, translated as “path”) is the most important one of all, because it tells us how to end our suffering. In this fourth and final truth the Buddha explains how to live a life that does not cause harm to others, partially so that the mind, undisturbed by remorse, guilt, or anger, remains open to the task of self-investigation. The Buddha then gives the basic instructions for developing the vital skills of concentration and mindfulness and explains how to apply these in meditation in order to realize our true nature. This is the Path Leading to the Cessation of Suffering.
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“Amilestone in contemporary Buddhism. ... | dare you to find a book on science
that is so personal or a book on meditation that is so funny and forgiving.'
— JOANNA MACY, PH.D.
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