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Introduction

Zen Druidry – two words that you don’t often hear together in the same sentence. The first brings to mind images of far off Eastern lands, Buddha and lotus flowers. The second evokes Celtic mysticism, mistletoe and sickles, long-bearded men in flowing robes. What could possibly happen when you bring the two together?

A practical, down-to-earth spirituality, philosophy and way of life.

The aim of this text is to show how Zen teachings and Druidry can combine to create a peaceful life path that is completely and utterly dedicated to the here and now, to the earth and her rhythms, and to the flow that is life itself. We will begin by looking at the history of both Zen and Druidry, where they share commonalities and where they differ. Then we will investigate the core tenets of each, again seeing the similarities and differences which make them both unique and yet related. Finally, we will show how the blending of the two creates a rich and fulfilling spirituality that anyone can follow if they so choose.

We will look at meditation, at the cycles of nature and of ourselves and at living in the present moment. Like the lotus flower, we will reveal the beauty that lies within each layer of perfection that is our self. Like the sickle, we will remove the dross and realise the potential that we all have if we have the courage to seek it out.

May we live our lives fully – not simply going with the flow, but by being the flow itself. 






PART ONE 
BACKGROUND







Chapter One

A Brief Overview of Zen

A Short History of Zen Buddhism

Zen doesn’t have to relate to any religion at all. However, its origins are in the Eastern religion of Buddhism, and so we will start by looking at the history of Zen Buddhism.

The first thing that must be made clear is that the Buddha is not a god. Buddha was a man of the noble/warrior class in India, named Siddhartha Gautama. Siddhartha’s father wanted him to become a great warrior leader, and not to pursue spiritual matters. He believed that if he could shield his son from any suffering, he would not need to turn to spirituality and therefore become a great warrior leader. Siddhartha was cut off from all contact with the outside world.

He grew up in the royal palace, never knowing or seeing anything of the outside world. He even married and had a child, still with no knowledge whatsoever of any external relationships. He never saw sickness in anything, be it person, plant or animal – these were carefully hidden from him. Flowers were not allowed to wither and die in the royal gardens, old age was hidden from him, death was a complete unknown to him. Eventually, he craved to know what life was like outside the palace, and snuck out in disguise for four nights with a single servant. What he learned shocked him to the core.

The first night he came across a very old man, and Siddhartha asked his servant why the man was so wrinkled and weary. His servant answered that the man was simply old, and that this is what happened to all men and women. On the second night, Siddhartha encountered someone who was lying sick in the road, and queried his servant on this. The servant replied that the man had an illness, and that all men and women were susceptible to disease. The third night, Siddhartha saw a dead body for the first time, and asked his servant why that person wasn’t moving – was he asleep? The servant answered him no, and that the person was dead – all men and women would one day die. On the fourth and final night, Siddhartha saw a monk, travelling in search of truth, living in poverty but with a serene and fulfilled look on his face. Siddhartha again queried his servant, asking what was wrong with that man, as he had never known such a thing. The servant answered that the monk was searching for enlightenment, for the spiritual truth which would ease all suffering, and in doing so had forsaken all his material possessions.

Siddhartha was overwhelmed. Growing up as he had, with no knowledge of suffering, upon seeing the suffering in the real world it threw him into a spiritual turmoil. It was like standing under a waterfall, with all the pain of the human condition falling upon his head. He then vowed that he would find an answer to the suffering, and left the palace and his family to search out the truth.

Siddhartha’s search lasted for six years. He began in poverty, and nearly starved to death. He studied many religions, with their adherents to the life of an ascetic, and discovered that was not the way to spiritual growth. He found that the path of moderation led to the most practical road in his quest to answer why all things suffered. Still he had not reached that answer, and one day, coming across a lovely bodhi tree (a fig tree) he sat down and vowed that he would not leave until he had gained the knowledge of why people suffered, the truth in all existence and the nature of the pure mind.

Siddhartha sat under the bodhi tree all night. The first thing he realised was the law of karma, of how all things are subject to a cause and an effect. The second thing he realised was how all things are related, and how there really was no separation. The third thing he realised was the true nature of suffering, and then how to alleviate suffering. As the sun rose he had attained enlightenment, reached nirvana and was a Buddha. He had discovered the dharma, or the truth of all things.

For forty more years up until his death he taught the dharma. He found and taught compassion for all things, and that all living things had a Buddha nature. Now the dharma is the teacher for Buddhism, flowing from teacher to student, from master to monk throughout the world.

Buddhism spread from India to China through a man called Bodhidharma. He went to China to teach the dharma, and went to meet with the emperor. The Emperor Wu of Liang was unimpressed, and turned him away. Bodhidharma then went to a monastery high in the mountains and found a cave where he sat and meditated, facing a wall, for nine years. He became the first of six patriarchs in Buddhism (those who have superior understanding and enlightenment).

Buddhism gained influences from Taoism in China, which greatly influences how we see modern Zen today. The principles of effortless effort, mindfulness, awareness and simplicity are all crucial to the Zen mindset. Buddhism then split into different sects, such as Ch’an (Chinese for Zen) which spread to Japan where it is called Zen (Zen means meditation in Japanese). In Japan, Zen gained further changes, with formalised and ritualised arts such as calligraphy, tea ceremonies, poetry and archery.

The Dharma Principles

The truth that Buddha realised was broken down and organized into many different parts – the Three Treasures, the Four Noble Truths, the Five Noble Precepts and the Eightfold Path. Many of these overlap with each other, to create a worldview that eases suffering and that holds ethical considerations high.

The Three Treasures

A very simple set of practices and beliefs in Buddhism are called the Three Treasures. It is in these treasures that everyone can find the path of least suffering.


Everyone has a Buddha nature
Follow the dharma
We are all one



Realising that everyone has a Buddha nature allows us to connect with others on a much deeper and more compassionate level. Compassion is key in Buddhism. There is a Zen Buddhist story of what one should do when one encounters Buddha on the road – kill him. Why? Because there is no Buddha outside ourselves. We must destroy this concept completely if we are to truly see reality for what it is. Seeing the Buddha nature in ourselves and thereby everyone engenders compassion. It can seem contradictory – Zen often is. It is often the crazy contradictions in Zen that allow the mind to be blown apart into thinking differently.

Following the dharma helps us to understand and reflect upon the ultimate truth. By following the Buddha’s teachings we catch glimpses of enlightenment. As each day goes by with our understanding deepening of the dharma, those glimpses become longer and longer.

There is another Zen story about a fish, who kept asking the other fish, ‘What is the ocean?’ When he asked this question to a great master and enlightened fish, his only response was laughter. The fish is not separate from the ocean. The wave is a part of the ocean, even when it ceases to be a wave – it is still there, as the ocean. We are all like waves in the ocean.

The Four Noble Truths

The Four Nobles Truths help us to realise the problems we have in our life, and how to overcome them until we realise that there are no problems at all, simply life.


All living things experience suffering, or dukkha

Suffering is caused by desire, or attachment

Getting rid of desire shows us that we already have everything we need

All things in moderation



Dukkha is an old Sanskrit word meaning suffering or dissatisfaction. It could be from a myriad things, such as losing your job, to stubbing your toe on the bed. Sometimes we cannot yet name our dukkha, but we have a sense of unease, or disease (dis-ease) that won’t go away. Every human being experiences this, as do all living things. No one is perfect; we all deal with fear, anxiety, pain, depression and disappointment. For the most part it seems only humans make great drama about it – but we will cover that later on in this book. Life is impermanent, and as such life is imperfect and incomplete. It is only our reaction to this that establishes a life lived with a greater or lesser amount of dukkha.

Desire is not only things we want, physically or mentally. We may desire a person or an object – we may also have a desire that life be different to what we think it should be. ‘The grass is always greener’ syndrome is an element of desire. Desire can be as simple wanting things to be other than they are. What we desire is impermanent. By realising the impermanence in all things, our desire, or attachment can grow less.

Eliminating desire leads to an elimination of suffering. Constantly reaching for what we don’t have, we often miss seeing all the things we already do have. Ceasing to desire, or nirodha, helps us to reach a state of nirvana, the place where desire cannot exist. Nirvana is freedom from all the things that cause us pain or suffering – worries, life problems, etc. Paradoxically, we should never desire nirvana, for in doing so we will never achieve it.

By living in moderation, or following the Middle Way as Buddha suggested, we eliminate desire, or at least ease it somewhat. It is the middle ground between hedonism and asceticism, where we find an ‘easier’ way to live – that is, to live with more ease and less struggle. The Middle Way is described in the Eightfold Path.

Five Noble Precepts

These are the key elements to living an ethical life. However, they are merely suggestions, not dogma. It is up to each individual to apply these to their own lives as best they can, and to continue to work on these with each and every day that passes. They are pretty self-explanatory:


The destruction of life causes suffering, so we learn compassion for all things and protect all that we can, whether it be the lives of people, plants or animals. We refuse to kill, or to condone any acts of killing.




Injustice exists in the world, and we vow to learn loving kindness so that we may work for the well-being of all, whether they be a person, a plant or an animal. We learn the value of sharing, of helping the community, and refuse to steal or harm in any way.




Sexual relationships must be treated with full respect, and we must not engage in any sexual misconduct, for this causes suffering. We must protect ourselves and others from sexual abuse and any other sexual misconduct.




Speech is a powerful thing – words have power. We must speak with attention to what we are saying, with loving kindness and working to resolve conflict. We must also listen with full attention to what others are saying.




Seek out the Middle Way – unmindful consumption causes suffering. We vow to create good physical health in ourselves and others by being mindful of what we eat, drink, and consume in our society to create the least amount of suffering.



The Eightfold Path

These contain the guidelines to easing the dukkha we all experience in our lives. It provides a strong platform from which to jump off and into a life of less suffering. It is the path to freeing one from attachments, and opening the mind to reality. The eightfold path is something to be lived, not merely contemplated.


Right view: through understanding that everyone suffers, and that life is impermanent, we begin to attain the wisdom to see the nature of all things. We see things as they really are.




Right intention: there is energy in our thoughts, and we must ensure that this energy is directed in a positive way. Our thoughts lead to our behaviour, and so with a compassionate mind towards all things, we refuse to engage in behaviour that cruel.
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