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PREFACE


Zen is now a significant feature of the spiritual landscape in the West. In its original setting, Zen refers to a rigorous, demanding, and yet exhilarating form of spiritual discipline in the context of a Buddhist monastic way of life that flourished in East Asian societies.1 In popular usage in the West, the term “Zen” has taken on an exotic air, and has come to be associated with certain styles or modes, as in “the Zen of cooking,” “the Zen of golf,” “the Zen of driving,” and the like. The well-worn joke about the Zen hot dog—“one with everything”—is also indicative of the way it is perceived.


These popularized associations of “Zen,” while sometimes on the outlandish side, are not entirely unrelated to the original setting out of which the term came about. This book, cognizant of its historical background in Buddhist monastic life in East Asian societies, presents Zen as a spiritual practice which opens one to a new way of seeing, and way of life in consonance with this way of seeing. It may hopefully inspire some readers to seek out a community of practice near their area. (Zen centers of various lineages can now be found in most major cities or in various places in North America and Europe, and in other parts of the world as well, and may be located through the yellow pages of a local phonebook or with a simple internet search.)


It is written especially for those who seek a spiritual path that leads to healing in the personal, social, and ecological dimensions of our being. If you are seeking guidelines for practice that connects these three dimensions of our being, this book is for you. If you seek wholeness, groundedness, and integrity in your life, to overcome a state of fragmentation or lack of direction in which you find yourself—Healing Breath is offered to you.


Perhaps you, too, have come to realize, with many others, that our world, our global community is in a sad state of affairs, going from bad to worse each day. In response to this state of affairs, you may already be engaged in some form of social, political, or ecological action, seeking to transform the way we live and relate to one another and to the Earth. You may also be one of those who feel overwhelmed by the magnitude of the task. If you’ve been tempted to pessimism or have thrown up your hands in despair when your best efforts don’t seem to make a dent, this book has something for you.


The spiritual path that leads to healing begins with a change in our way of seeing. According to Father Thomas Berry—a twentieth century prophet, and witness to our Earth’s woundedness and the urgent need to take it seriously—our basic problem is not one of strategy, but cosmology.2 The following chapters trace our global malaise to a misguided cosmology. Our mistaken view of ourselves and our world begets destructive attitudes and violent behavior toward one another and toward the Earth itself.


Seeing that our ailing socio-ecological condition is fundamentally rooted in an erroneous view of things, we can also see that healing begins with a right view.3 This book describes a step-by-step healing process that can begin right here and now. Using the concrete situations of our everyday life, we can move toward a right view and toward a right way of living together on this planet.


Unfortunately, the spiritual path and the path of socio-ecological transformation are often regarded as unrelated human endeavors. Many who have avidly pursued one have no particular interest in the other. Growing numbers of us realize, however, that these two human dimensions are vitally connected. Healing Breath offers a way to integrate a spiritual path with active, socio-ecological engagement as the ground.


Healing the woundedness of Earth is not unrelated to healing our personal woundedness. The wounds of Earth and those of the individuals making up our Earth community cannot be separated. Thus healing in our individual lives becomes the basis for the healing of the whole Earth.


This book also addresses another set of questions. In Zen retreats over the years I have been asked: What kind of belief system is required to fully engage in Zen practice? Can a Christian practice genuine Zen? In other words, is Zen practice compatible with a Christian faith commitment? If so, how can such a spiritual practice in an Eastern tradition inform Christian life and understanding? Challenged and prodded on by such questions, I was inspired to write this book as a way of responding to them.4


I also want to address questions posed to me by Buddhist friends and colleagues. Some of them, born and raised in Jewish or Christian traditions, have written off their Judaism or Christianity as no longer pertinent to their outlook and way of life. Indeed, many Buddhists regard any form of theistic religious expression as an unhelpful worldview, an erroneous belief system, or unfruitful practice. Their question to me is “How can you practice Zen as you do and still remain a Christian?”


In the process of describing what is involved in the Zen way of life, I will consider various Christian expressions, symbols, and practices—not as an apologetic for a belief system, but as a way of suggesting how these expressions, etc., from Jewish and Christian traditions, too, point to transformative and healing perspectives and experiences opened to one in Zen practice.


In the 1970s, as I sat in zazen at the San-Un Zendo in Kamakura, Japan, I was receiving the regular guidance of Zen Master Koun Yamada. As he led me by the hand through the intricacies of the Zen path through koan practice, he asked me to share with him any insights or perspectives I found in the Bible or on the Christian spiritual path, especially in the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius that I was familiar with from my Jesuit training, that related to what I was learning in my Zen practice. Writing this book has given me the opportunity to recover and reflect once more on some of those insights and perspectives, and to share them with Buddhist, Jewish, and Christian friends and readers.


This book is a personal testimony of an experience of “intra-religious dialogue”: the encounter of two (or more) religious traditions within the same individual.5 In this kind encounter, we are invited to place ourselves within differing religious traditions, to possibly discover mutual resonance as they illuminate or mutually challenge one another.


More and more of us are engaging in this adventure. And as we do so, we are able to open our eyes to the treasures within the religious traditions that coexist in our global village, and find great fruit in the endeavor. We are coming to realize that we have many allies in our common concern for healing ourselves and healing the Earth, whom we can recognize across religious boundaries.6


A polarized global society wracked in pain calls out for the caring engagement of all it members, no matter what religious tradition, if any, we belong to. This book reflects on the healing power of Zen, a gift to the world from the Buddhist tradition. Zen is a form of spiritual practice, a way of life, and a vision of reality that not only can launch us in our inner work of personal healing, but also at the same time enhance and intensify our engagement in tasks of global healing.
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I


Diagnosing Our Woundedness
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RECOGNIZING OUR ailment is the first step toward healing. Healing cannot happen if we refuse to acknowledge the problem.1 Taking a good look at the world around us and seeing the state it’s in makes it difficult to maintain an attitude of denial.


Surveying Our Situation


The entire global community felt the impact of the attack on the World Trade Center towers in New York on September 11, 2001. This shocking event radically affected our view of the world, especially for North Americans. But from wider geographical and historical angles, we cannot but acknowledge that violent acts resulting in the loss of innocent lives, on varying scales of magnitude, have always been part of human history. At this very moment, armed conflicts are claiming human lives—for ethnic, ideological, economic, or other reasons—throughout the world. Violence is an everyday reality on all levels of our global society.


There is also another kind of violence, the structural kind, that takes its toll in lives and diminishes the quality of life for us all. The World Health Organization reports that millions of children die annually of hunger, malnutrition, and related causes. Children who aren’t necessarily victims of direct physical violence are losing their lives to the structural violence connected with situations of poverty, unhygienic living conditions, and lack of nutrition and medical facilities.2


Incidents described as acts of terrorism and extremism cannot be separated from the situations of hopelessness and despair, of abject poverty and the deprivation of basic rights to life, liberty, and livelihood suffered by so many in our global family. Combine these factors with the widespread outbreaks of HIV/AIDS; with the malaria, cholera, and dysentery that plague those who live in dehumanizing conditions; and with the global competition for petroleum and other limited natural resources. This is the deterioration of our natural habitat that calls our attention to the woundedness of Earth as a whole.


Meanwhile, the world’s resources are controlled by fewer and fewer people. The tremendous amount of wealth in America, for example, could alleviate many of these dehumanizing conditions found in other parts of the world. But the bulk of this wealth is channeled, unfortunately, not into the amelioration of crying human needs, but into weapons and further military build-up. This situation further heightens global insecurity—which, in turn, drives political leaders to resort to military means against a perceived “enemy,” thus fanning animosity and violence with still more violence.3


Subjected to different forms of oppression and to other violations of basic human rights—including discrimination based on race, gender, religion, and ethnicity—many are driven to leave their ancestral homes and cultures to seek refuge elsewhere. Seeking a more humane way of life in the more economically advanced regions of the world, many of these refugees are treated with discrimination and contempt.


As human violence escalates on these many levels, the matrix of our human life, this very Earth, is threatened. Melting polar ice caps, acid rain, toxic wastes, radioactive contamination, depleting ozone layer, denudation of forests, extinction of species, and destruction of habitats: these are now realities looming large in our communal consciousness. We feel their effects when we scrutinize the quality of the food we eat, the water we drink, the very air we breathe. Throughout the world, meanwhile, an increasing number of infants are being born with incapacitating abnormalities linked to the proliferation of toxic materials in and on our Earth.


And then there is the woundedness within our own psyches. We may be hurting from the wounds wrought upon us by parents not ready for parenting when they brought us into the world, or parents who were unable to communicate their love when we needed it most. There are the wounds inflicted by dysfunctional families unable to provide a sense of security or acceptance to their members; there are also the wounds inflicted by neglect, acts of violence, or betrayal of trust by those who were supposed to be our caregivers or protectors. We may carry the wounds of not having our affections returned in kind, or of broken relationships, or the death of loved ones. These unhealed wounds continue to haunt us in many ways and affect our ways of acting, and our ways of relating with one another.


When we look at what motivates our behavior, goals, and ambitions, we may realize we’re carrying around certain images of ourselves. These are images of some ideal that we haven’t yet become; or of some unconscious set of expectations from our parents, or peers (those whom we respect, admire, or feel a need to compete with). Or they may be the media images bombarded into our subconscious, the “rich and famous” people we should emulate to become “a person of worth.”


Our personal woundedness is brought home as we notice ourselves going through life in ways that aren’t really true to who we are at bottom. We feel lack of acceptance for who we are, and are unable to feel at home wherever we are.


This lack of peace within may drive us to alcohol, drugs, wanton sexual activity, or some other form of diversion. But going in this direction only aggravates our brokenness. We may seek solace in unhealthy, co-dependent relationships, or turn to other time-killers like television, shopping, or even work. Various forms of addiction plague many of us, as we seek to hold on to something to cushion us from insecurity and from our inability to live authentic lives.


Our own brokenness, then, leads us to behave in ways that are destructive—for us, for others, and for life and the world in general. We inflict wounds upon one another as a way of retaliating for the personal wounds that have been inflicted upon us. It has been found that many convicted child molesters and other sexual abusers are themselves victims of abuse. Unhealed wounds within drive us to victimize those around us, beginning with those we love the most.


Taking a panoramic point of view, we can see the interconnectedness of our personal, social, and ecological wounds. This is what we mean by wounded Earth: Earth refers not only to the physical environment “out there,” over which we presume to have some control or even mandate to “manage,” or steward. Rather, Earth is the matrix of interconnected life itself: the mountains, rivers, and all sentient beings—including us humans who find ourselves at the heart of this web of life, as its consciousness.4


Earth is us and we are Earth. To speak of a “broken Earth” is to speak of our own brokenness; it is to speak of the woundedness of the very fabric of interconnected life. From this point of view, holes in the ozone layer are not just perforations in the sky; global warming is not just a thermal inconvenience. These are very real poisons and dangers threatening the flow of life itself. In the same way, the ethnic and ideological violence in our interconnected community affects us all—as does the woundedness that each of us feels deep within our soul.


Using psychological terms, this dysfunctional situation is in need of healing on many levels. In seeking to heal Earth’s wounds, we are healing ourselves.5


Tracing the Roots of Our Brokenness


What is behind all this global, ecological, social, and personal woundedness? We need to look deeper to trace its root causes, and to see more clearly the steps we must take to heal it.


Other People


Jean-Paul Sartre wrote in his play No Exit that “Hell is other people.” This succinct statement strikes a deep chord. It touches on one way we human beings regard one another.


I see others as impinging upon my freedom, as they subject me to their judgmental gaze or stand in the way of my desires. I find myself in a constant state of conflict with this “other,” beginning with my parents, siblings, and the individuals I encounter on my journey through life.6 This stance then extends to the groups I identify with: my neighborhood gang, ethnic group, economic class, or religious, national, or corporate community.


It is this stance that lies at the root of all violent conflict. “I” and “other” are at cross-purposes—over territorial rights, economic advantages, ideological differences, religious beliefs, or simple differences in lifestyle. Our differences may be as trivial as the way we break an egg (to cite a caricature from Gulliver’s Travels). Conflicts are triggered by anything that demarcates “us” from “them.”


At rock bottom, this “I” and “other” attitude is at the root of all the woundedness we create. Viewing our fellow human beings as “other,” we exclude them from our field of concern. This allows us to go on living our cozy lives, preoccupied with our own affairs, indifferent to all else. What happens to the others “out there” doesn’t concern us. Now and then, with a twinge of conscience, we may send a check to some organization to help the poor and less privileged. We breathe a sigh of thanks that it is us, not our children. We are blessed, unlike “those unfortunate others”—whom we may even include in our intercessory prayers.


The Natural World as Other


We have even come to view the natural world—the very source of our life and nurture—as “other.” This destructive attitude has resulted in destructive acts toward the nature, which we view as an inimical wilderness to be tamed, controlled, and brought into submission for our human purposes.


So-called progress in science and technology has made the natural world an object of inquiry. Our measuring instruments have discovered much about its secrets and patterns of behavior. Sophisticated telescopes reach far into the galaxies; spaceships [probe] the outer areas of this solar system. We have split what was once considered to be an indivisible atom and continue to probe subatomic particles with our electron microscopes. Reaching down to the genetic level, we have even altered the makeup of human beings yet to be born. And all this has given us the impression that we are now in control.


Gifted with rationality, we human beings see ourselves at the pinnacle of a hierarchy of being. Our very use of language reveals our attitude towards nature as Other. We speak of our environment, or “that which is around us”—and that which surrounds us is subservient to our designs. As the disastrous effects of this view impinge on the natural world, the well-intentioned among us say that we must “protect” our environment; we must conserve our depleted resources.


Such voices may do us all a great service by calling our attention to the urgency our situation; they may even lead to beneficial action. But they are still based on the presupposition that is the root of our malady: nature is Other. And it’s still “us” versus “them.” They may emphasize the need to treat this Other kindly—for our own good. Then this Other will be kind to us. But the view of nature as Other does not address the root cause of our malady.7 To paraphrase Thomas Berry, improvements in strategy will not make up for a fundamental gap in our cosmology.


Alienated Within My Own Self


The conventional attitude of “I” and “other” determines the way we project ourselves in the world. Upon the implicit premise that “I am here” and the rest of the world is “out there”—against me—we base our daily lives.


The existence of this “I” needs to be affirmed through the recognition of those around it, beginning with its first human contacts, its biological parents. And as embodied beings, we need food, clothing, and shelter to ensure our continued existence. Then we become conscious of needing and wanting more: more material goods, more affection, and more praise, esteem, and approbation. If these don’t come easily, we devise ways to get noticed and obtain them—beginning within a few months of birth. As we grow wiser in the ways of the world, we employ more diverse and nuanced means to these ends. All the while, this I “in here” is separate from and set against the rest of the world “out there.”


A few blessed ones among us have always been able to see through this veil of separation. The mystics, saints, and poets among us are able to experience a deeper dimension of reality. They can bridge the seeming opposition between the “I” and “other” of ordinary consciousness. They can see in an intimate way the interconnectedness between this subjective consciousness, or “I,” and everything else.


Such individuals, living in many different times and places, bear witness to the inexhaustible possibilities and unfathomable grandeur of being human. These are persons who, in just being who they are, point all of us toward this dimension within us, wherein lies the source of our healing. By taking us beyond our ordinary way of looking at the world, they cut through our assumptions about the separation of “I” and “Other.”8


Until we find our home in the “place” that overcomes this gap, each of us is consigned to a state of alienation. By identifying with a false and idealized image of self, we view the world as “other” and keep it at arms length. This alienated “I” is quite vulnerable and easily wounded when it doesn’t get what it wants or needs—or when it gets what it doesn’t want. To protect itself, it then creates a mask, or persona, to carry it through its dealings with others.


In moments of clarity, we can perhaps see how this idealized self image takes over us. This is the “I” that strives to meet the expectations of parents and peers; that is driven to keep up with the Joneses; that wants attention, and wants to control. But as long as we wear this mask, we only aggravate our woundedness. How does this separative I-consciousness (which we can also call “the egoic self,” following Eckhart Tolle) actually cause our alienation?


First, our mode of being—as being-in-time—makes us constantly look toward the future for the fulfillment. In everything we do, we project into the realm of the not-yet, anticipating how our actions or external conditions might be made more favorable. But banking on the fulfillment of our desires makes us anxious about the future; and anxiety drives us to frantic efforts to better our conditions. Thus we bury ourselves in work, or in any of our myriad other ways of trying to cope with anxiety. We might look in nostalgic remembrance to the “good old days” and compare them with our present miserable state of affairs. Or we may look with resentment and regret at the past troubles that inexorably led to our present woes. Whether in anxious anticipation of the not-yet, or regret of the no-longer-there, or rueful recollection of the once-was—as beings “trapped” in linear time, we live in alienation from ourselves.


Second, as a subject viewing the physical world “out there,” my own body becomes an objective reality outside of or seen in opposition to me. At odds with its own body, the separative I-consciousness regards it either with contempt (as in many ascetic traditions, as an obstacle to its ideal of “angelic purity”), or in contrast, as that which drives me to the pursuit of all kinds of pleasures and sensual desires. The body is taken as either something to be mastered and controlled, or to be allowed as much pleasure and sensual satisfaction as it is capable of. In either case, “I” and “my body” are seen as distinct and separate.
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