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Read Me
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[image: Image]HANK YOU for choosing Zen Computer. May it give you a lifetime of good use. 

This application marries the ancient principles of zen philosophy to the modern science of bits and bytes. Anyone who uses a personal computer can benefit, regardless of technical know-how. One run through the application and you’ll never look at your computer in the same way again. 

IN AN AGE of rapid technological advances, in which computers keep changing the way we work and play and even think, Zen Computer offers a way of living calmly amid constant upheaval. The very underpinnings of zen philosophy assume a world of continuous, unbroken change, in the cycles of day to night, season to season, birth to death. “You never step in the same river twice,” goes the zen adage, for in zen thinking, everything flows and changes at every moment. 

How to live with constant change, manage it, and deal with the fear it brings—especially if the change seems overwhelming, as it can today—lies at the heart of zen study, and thus, at the heart of Zen Computer. 

Visionaries may paint a fantastical future driven by technology, a wired planet of cyberspace and virtual worlds with unprecedented access to information and knowledge. But cyberspace and virtual reality will offer no escape from the problems of the human heart. Information and knowledge will not supplant the need for wisdom. Rather than create a user-friendly virtual world, Zen Computer seeks to make a real world of friendly users. 

Luddites fear that technology will dehumanize us, even enslave us, as we become increasingly dependent on machines for our way of living. That’s all the more reason we need Zen Computer. 

We lose our humanity when we become an extension of the machine—rigid in our thinking, unfeeling and uncaring, treating others as nameless, faceless numbers. We ignore common sense and begin uttering phrases like, “I can’t deal with you because you’re not in our computer,” or, “The machine says the answer has to be this.” We stop acting from the heart and start becoming drones. 

Zen Computer is the antidote for those forces that make us drones.

Much as people may long to turn their backs on technology and return to a simpler life, in truth, we cannot retreat from technology anymore than we can unlearn how to split the atom. If we are to live in this brave new world and retain our humanity, our true battle lies not with technology, it lies within. There is where Zen Computer does its work. 

We must accentuate the fact that we’re human and that, as such, we differ from other species in three distinct ways: 

  	our communication skills
 	our ability to use tools
 	our self-awareness
 



Zen Computer seeks to cultivate all three qualities—improving our communications to promote better understanding, turning our use of tools into an art, raising our self-awareness. In short, Zen Computer views the computer as a means of elevating our humanity, not squashing it. 

The computer is perhaps the most powerful tool ever put in the hands of the individual. Only the gun may rival it. But if the pen is mightier than the sword, then PCs should outperform the Uzi. Think of the personal computer’s ability to amass and analyze information; present ideas in word, image, and sound; store, replicate, receive, and globally transmit those ideas instantly. These capabilities put enormous power in the hands of people. A lone voice can now communicate a message to thousands, even millions, with a few simple keystrokes, connecting with other computers in every corner of the globe. 

Such power demands responsible use. Just as a gun can be put to ill purposes, so can a computer. There are people who would invade our privacy, spread untruths, embezzle money, even spread chaos by hacking into air-traffic control and other safety systems. Giving individuals more power does no good if they don’t know the proper way to use it. Here is where Zen Computer offers a framework for living with such power. 

For as much as technology transforms our lives and society, Zen Computer says true transformation—the kind that’s authentic and profound—will not come through technology alone, but through people’s souls. It says salvation arises from self-awareness, not better tools and faster communications; that world peace stems from inner peace; that freedom for all people first demands the self-discipline of each individual. To cultivate self-awareness through the use of tools and communications—this is the hard work Zen Computer seeks to support. Only then can we elevate our humanity. 

Toward that end, the software in this package includes the following:

  	The Seven Rules of Zen Computer
 	A mindful way of looking at your machine

 	Tips on responding calmly to program bugs and system crashes
 	How to interface with people on the Internet and in the world at large
 



To install Zen Computer, read on.
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System Requirements
 Prerequisites for Zen Computer[image: Image]



I do not fear computers. I fear the lack of them.

—ISAAC ASIMOV (1920-92)



[image: Image]EN COMPUTER works regardless of one’s computer operating system or personal belief system. You need not belong to the church of Microsoft, worship at the altar of Apple, or convert to Buddhism to reap the benefits. You don’t need to know about zen or even much about computers; just run through the application and zen will operate of its own course. 

The only system requirement is an open mind. From there, everything follows.
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IN A REVOLUTION as vast as the current technological one, it’s easy to lose one’s bearings. Some people may lose their jobs to a machine; others may have to acquire daunting new computer skills to keep up. The resulting upset can leave anyone feeling bewildered. Even leaders of the computer industry don’t know where the technological revolution is heading; we all have to figure it out for ourselves. We need to stay open to change, to new ideas, to what’s coming next. 

Change creates opportunities for some and leaves others behind. Economically, it can divide the world into haves and have-nots. But on a spiritual level—the focus of Zen Computer—there are no have-nots. Spiritually, we all inherently have. We merely need to awaken to that fact. Every computer user and nonuser has the divine spirit within. If we’re open to that realization and align ourselves accordingly, we begin the inner revolution that makes the outer computer revolution more profound. 

Too many people get left behind in the computer revolution because their minds have closed. They’re too set in their ways, too afraid to enter a realm in which they’re ignorant and have to think new thoughts. They see themselves as smart, intelligent people and can’t accept the feeling of not knowing. Or they think themselves too old or stupid to learn. “I haven’t needed a computer before,” goes the argument, “so why do I need one now?” 

To an extent, they’re right. Not everyone needs a computer. In fact, we should all know how to function without one. But life is a process of transformation. In joining the computer age, we align ourselves with that process. What carries us through times of rapid change is the openness to learning and starting anew. Through not knowing, we learn humility. Through seeing the have-nots, we develop compassion. This is the revolution of mind Zen Computer seeks to enact. 

An open mind will guide you far along the path of life, whatever your pursuit. We cannot know what lies in store or what doors may present themselves. Do we want to run from those doors? Get dragged through them? Freeze before them in fear? Or stride through them with open minds and open hearts, knowing that, in so doing, we stay on the true path, wherever it may lead. It’s in our attitude toward change and opportunity that the future gets made. 

The Japanese word for crisis, kiki, translates two ways: “danger occasion,” but also “danger opportunity.” In this thinking, every crisis creates an opportunity. The challenge is to see it. To do so, one has to have the right system requirements—a propensity to spy the glass half full, not half empty. 
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Kiki

Who can say when a door will open, or even what the door will look like? The great oceanographer Jacques Cousteau once said the pivotal moment in his life came when he broke his arm just as he was to test for entrance into the air force. Up until that point in his life, his dream had been to earn his pilot’s wings, but the injury forced him to join the navy instead. That stroke of misfortune opened the door to his finding the love of his life, the sea. 

The farther we go in life, the more we realize how events that seemed minor at the time—a chance meeting here, a left turn there—reveal themselves in hindsight to have dramatically altered the course of our lives. Who knows, this very day may yet reveal its significance to us years down the road. The future stretches out before us, uncharted. Find the open road and look back with a sense of wonder. 

How pregnant this moment in time. How mysterious the path ahead.

Now, step forward.

[image: Image]




[image: Image]



FAQ Sheet
 Frequently Asked Questions About Zen Computer[image: Image]



Computers are useless. They can only give you answers.

—PABLO PICASSO (1881-1973)



[image: Image]ANY PEOPLE are already applying zen in their lives, though they may not know it. We hear the word zen today in connection with things serene, enigmatic, minimal, aesthetically clean, even fashionable. People like to say, “That’s so zen.” But what exactly do they mean? 

To ensure a common reference point, the following FAQ sheet offers some introductory background on zen—what it is, and what it isn’t.

What is zen?

No one can say. Furthermore, anyone who proclaims an ability to answer in words is a fool. If someone asks, “What is zen?” the best answer may be a clap of the hands. 

Hundreds of books, including this one, have been written about zen, but none can say what zen is, because zen can only be experienced. To ask, “What is zen?” is akin to asking, “What is music?” or “What is air?” Nothing we say can give us the actual experience of it. And yet the experience is there for everyone. Zen is like the punch line of a joke that makes you laugh; there’s no conscious analysis of what makes it funny, just the spontaneous, natural reaction. The moment you start explaining the punch line to someone, the joke is lost. 

The word zen is the Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese character ch’an, which itself is adapted from the Sanskrit word dhyana, meaning meditation or absorption. But zen has come to mean much more than meditation. 
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Zen

Zen is an awareness, a sensibility, a way of Zen looking at things, a way of living life. Its way is to float like a ball on the river of life, right now, in this moment, aware of both the cosmic order and the tiniest detail; to coordinate mind, body, and spirit so as to express one’s true nature in every action; to do what comes naturally. When the hand goes up automatically to catch a ball that’s thrown unexpectedly, the action arises spontaneously, out of one’s true nature, in the same way the fruit falls from the tree when it is ripe. This is zen action—catching without thought of “catching,” doing without “doing.” If it sounds simple, it is. But imagine carrying that naturalness through to every action. If it sounds difficult, it is that, too. 

The route to this sort of naturalness lies in cultivating a quality of mindfulness.

What is mindfulness?

Mindfulness is simply maintaining a heightened presence of mind. Through sheer force of will, we turn our minds into their own disciplinarians, like the teacher in school yelling, “Pay attention!” Zen masters call it “minding mind.” Pay attention to what you’re doing right now; to how you’re doing it; to the ways of nature and your place within it; to your heart, your body, your intuition, your very breath. Zen lies in all these things. 

Some people may think that mindfulness sounds too self-absorbed. But zen requires a constant balancing act—to look deep inside ourselves while at the same time developing awareness of our environment and all our relations within it. The more mindful we are of what we do, the more mindful we are of each other. Zen demands balancing the paradoxical. Pay attention, zen says, but do not pay attention—that is, force yourself to pay attention to the point where you forget you’re forcing yourself and simply start paying attention; only then will you know something about zen. Do without doing; expect the unexpected; pursue a goal without pursuing, with no goal in mind. Logically, these words make no sense. But in zen, truth lies beyond the grasp of logic, in the realm of intuition. A playwright once said, “The center of the contradiction—that’s where you want to be.” Zen lies there, balancing the opposites. 

Is zen e religion?

No. But in learning to flow with the natural order of things, students of zen develop a profound sense of spirituality—an intuitive feel for the divine within nature’s cycles and rhythms. 

Some people mistake the spirituality of zen for religion. But zen worships no deity, follows no sacred text, and shuns dogma of any kind. (I make a distinction here between “pure” zen, which decries attachment to any system of understanding, and Zen Buddhism, which has formalized an approach to zen from a Buddhist context of structure and rules.) Rather than supplanting religious convictions, the spirituality one finds in zen can make one’s existing faith even stronger. Thus, we hear people describe themselves as Zen Buddhists, Zen Christians, or even Zen Atheists. 

If anything, zen adheres to the Chinese cosmology of yin-yang, symbolized by the interlocking fetal figures of black and white (see illustration).

What is yin-yang?

[image: Image]

Yin and yang represent the pairs of opposites, born of the source of all things, that comprise our experience of the cosmos: life and death, day and night, matter and space, male and female, on and on. Zen represents the constant balancing of these elements, which are not conflicting but complementary—the two sides of one coin. One does not exist without the other, and within each fetal figure of the circle lies a small circle of the other. That is to say, there are circles within circles within circles, never in a state of perfect balance, but always changing, thus requiring an ongoing process to find the great Middle Way between the two. 
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Yin-yang

Zen Computer proposes that yin-yang lies even at the heart of computing, in the very nature of digital technology.

What characterizes digital technology is its ability to render, store, and transmit information in a binary system of 0s and Is. Every keystroke or click of the mouse sends tiny on/off signals to the computer’s transistors, which represent the signals as sets of 1s and 0s. Grouped together, these 1s and 0s, called bits, serve as the computer’s internal language. 

All languages have their poetry. The poetry of the binary language lies in its inherent yin-yang nature. In fact, the developer of the binary number system, German philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716), was inspired by yin-yang philosophy. He credits the classic Chinese text I Ching (The Book of Change) with having a profound impact on his thinking. By the end of his life, Leibniz had come to view 0 and 1 in zenlike terms, as part of the complex interaction of life and consciousness—1 representing God, he believed, and 0 representing the void. 

Throughout Zen Computer, you’ll see constant reference to this poetic interplay between 0 and 1, for these numbers carry symbolic importance in zen as well. 

What do 0 and 1 represent in zen?

In zen, 0 is like the ocean and 1 is like a wave. A wave is of the ocean, but distinct from it, too. Each wave swells up out of the water and moves forward through space and time. The ocean, constant, manifests and powers the wave. 

As human beings, we experience this ocean, this 0, like surfers—catching the wave, or 1, as it rises, and riding it until it dies out or we crash. Each wave, then, is like a lifetime; one ride over, we return to catch another. Throughout, we’re always wet and in the water. 
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