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DISCOVER THE 10 PERFECTIONS AND CULTIVATE HAPPINESS, WISDOM, AND COMPASSION.


Generosity


Ethical Integrity


Renunciation


Wisdom


Wise Effort


Patience


Truthfulness


Resolve


Loving-Kindness


Equanimity


Drawing on more than twenty years of experience, Jean Smith guides us through the subtleties of the perfections, the Buddha’s foundational teaching for true happiness.


With helpful exercises to incorporate them into daily life and instructions for an independent, at-home self-retreat, you can achieve lasting happiness, regardless of your spiritual tradition.


JEAN SMITH is the author of numerous books, including 365 Zen, A Beginner’s Guide to Insight Meditation, NOW!, and Breath Sweeps Mind. A longtime associate of the Insight Meditation Society, she is the head of the executive board of the Mountain Retreat Center in Taos, New Mexico, where she lives.




Introduction:


So You Want to Be Happy


MAHATMA GANDHI believed that happiness is natural when what you think, what you say, and what you do are in harmony. Such astute assertions often lead us to counter with responses like “Yes, but does everything have to be an experience for learning harmony?” or “Oh no, not another unasked-for growth opportunity!” or “I don’t want any more spiritual challenges.” When such thoughts come up, they’re usually unenthusiastic reactions to situations in our everyday lives—times when we’re not in harmony. But, in fact, those situations can be learning experiences and growth opportunities—even cornerstones of our spiritual life and happiness: Every aspect of our lives, even the most mundane, can be part of our spiritual practice.


Let me share a very old story with you. Thousands of years ago two young men who had grown up together decided to go their separate ways in adulthood. Unknown to the younger one, the older sewed a precious jewel into the lining of the younger’s coat. Years later they met again. The older man had prospered, but the younger had fallen on hard times, and his clothing was in tatters. The older man shocked him by showing him the hidden jewel and telling him that this wealth had always been available to him, had he but known of it.


Each one of us carries such precious stones. They are sacred jewels of purity in our hearts, known as the paramis, or perfections. If we want everyday life to be spiritually rewarding to ourselves and others, we need only realize that they are there and that we can bring them to light.


This possibility of living a seamless life—one that embraces the jewels in all aspects of our lives, rather than sewing them into separate pockets for work, relationships, play, faith, and such—is what peaked my interest in spirituality, one day in 1984 when I encountered a way of life I’d spent years searching for.


I was in the Himalayas that day; I’d walked into a small Nepali village of about seven houses. I paused, as I usually did, near the well, to get a sense of this community and its people. After about twenty minutes I wandered on until I saw a woman sitting on her mud stoop, weaving on a vertical loom. I had never seen anyone use a vertical loom but the Athabascan people of North America, whom the weaver very much resembled physically. I squatted down near her, my head filled with intellectual analyses about migration between Asia and North America and Ice Ages.


Then the weaver looked up at me and smiled. I smiled back, brought my hands together, and said, “Namaste”—“the spirit in me salutes the spirit in you.” She bowed with her hands together and responded, “Namaste.” I looked at her weaving and said, “Ramro”—“beautiful.” She smiled again, then turned her attention back to her loom. I stayed there, watching her. As the minutes passed, I observed that she was totally absorbed by what she was doing. Her quiet purposefulness inspired a sense of serenity in me—I realized that she had something I did not fully understand but knew I wanted. She was my first teacher of Buddhism: she showed me that even the most ordinary daily activity is an opportunity for spiritual practice. Such absorption is possible no matter what the setting—one doesn’t have to be a Himalayan villager to see life in front of you as a source of practice. But, you may ask, “Why would we want to make life our spiritual practice anyway?” To cite the Dalai Lama’s answer: because all beings want to be happy—all beings, whether a child staring through the window of a toy store wanting to get inside or a housefly banging against a window trying to get outside. When we look back throughout history, we find that the people who most successfully have found the true nature of happiness and shared it with others—whether Jesus of Nazareth, Nelson Mandela of South Africa, or Aung San Suu Kyi of Burma—have been seen as “good people.” Historical period, ethnic group, gender, culture, and faith have not determined who these people are. Each has embodied characteristics of heart and mind that others have recognized and emulated. Meditation teacher Steve Armstrong described these heart-mind characteristics in modern terminology as “default settings for first responders to suffering.” And you have these settings built in too.


All faiths and religions have shining exemplars of the kind of people we would like to be. In the framework for this book, I have chosen the teachings of the Buddha, for three primary reasons: First, the systematic study of the ten heart-mind qualities (the perfections) that led Siddartha Gautama to be recognized as the Buddha have been scrutinized for almost 2,600 years and are well documented. Second, the Buddha emphasized that these qualities of the heart are ones that we already have and can learn to develop further. Third, these ten qualities are not inherently Buddhist characteristics—they are human ideals, natural and sacred in all of us.


If any of the Buddhist material in this book does not resonate with you, that’s just fine. Plumb your own spiritual tradition for similar teachings. The Buddha himself stressed that we should not take what he says as absolute truth but rather as propositions that we ourselves should test and “prove” to ourselves. We don’t have to seek out esoteric teachings or philosophies to make our daily lives into our spiritual practice; all we have to do is embrace four goals:


       1.   Establish the heartfelt intention to want to lead a “good” life.


       2.   Identify the heart-mind qualities we want to actualize.


       3.   Cultivate mindfulness to recognize the presence or absence of those qualities.


       4.   Resolve to make those qualities central to our lives.


A warning: This path is not an instant bliss trip. The contentment and fulfillment we can achieve don’t come to us in a spiritual hot flash but rather must be cultivated slowly over time. This means that the first step on the path is faith: believing that you can be happy but not at others’ expense. Part I, “Foundations for Happiness,” explores the practices that inspire and confirm this faith, the ways we can learn to deal with life on life’s terms—and to do so with equanimity. Key among these foundations is mindful awareness of the heart-mind characteristics that lead to our spiritual liberation, ideals introduced in chapter 5.


The second step is willingness to cultivate these spiritual practices in our everyday life. Throughout the book, the strategies for happiness are applied to specific areas of life, such as relationships, work, and illness. Each chapter in part II delineates a particular ideal and begins with a resolve that when nurtured perfects that ideal, as well as a shortened version, a mantra, that may be used in meditation practice.


The word practice is important here. Think about some kinds of practice: Vocalists don’t spend hours singing scales so that they can go out on stage and sing scales. Tennis players don’t spend hours hitting a ball against a wall so that they can enter a tournament where they hit balls against a wall. Those seeking physical fitness don’t spend hours lifting weights so that they can go out onto the street and lift weights for the entertainment of passersby. Similarly, we don’t practice mindful awareness so that we can take a meditation cushion out in public so people can admire our sitting technique. The “performance” of our practice is making our lives into the basis of spiritual integrity, an endeavor that can lead us to freedom and happiness and a way of living that does not harm others or our world.


We can achieve these blessings by embracing and developing the perfections of the Buddha. Join me in bringing them to light in your life; join me in taking the steps to make these ten resolves central to our lives:


1. Generosity: May my heart be open to give and to receive with joy and ease.


2. Ethical Integrity: May ethical integrity in thoughts, words, and actions be my gift to myself and the beings around me.


3. Renunciation: May I let go of anything that harms me or other beings.


4. Wisdom: May I make insightful choices that lead to compassion and liberation for all.


5. Wise Effort: May I awaken and sustain spiritual ideals in my life.


6. Patience: May I be patient and forgiving when negative emotions and events arise.


7. Truthfulness: May I be truthful with myself and others.


8. Resolve: May I resolve that my spiritual practice is for the benefit of all beings.


9. Loving-Kindness: May loving-kindness define my relationships with others.


10. Equanimity: Balanced in body, heart, and mind, may I be nonreactive to the unexpected changes of life.


Jean Smith
Taos, New Mexico




Part I


Foundations for Happiness




1.


Suffering as the Beginning of Happiness


THE BUDDHA FREQUENTLY SAID, “I teach one thing and one thing only: suffering and the end of suffering.” If his sentence had ended after the first time the word suffering was used, his teachings probably would have lasted about 26 minutes instead of 2,600 years. But from his first teaching, he said that suffering has a cause and can be ended. When we are honest with ourselves, we know deep in our hearts that life is more often uncomfortable than not and that we spend a lot of time, money, and energy trying to get rid of discomfort. But none of our solutions seems to last very long or to be totally satisfying.


As a basis for all that follows, let’s begin with an overview of some key points regarding suffering and happiness, drawn from the Buddha’s first teaching, on the Four Noble Truths. A first challenge is in using the word suffering. Among the more popular translations of the Pali word dukkha, which the Buddha used for suffering, are “dis-ease,” “stress,” and “anguish.” The causes of this dis-ease include “birth, aging, illness, death, having to be with what one does not like, not getting what one wants, craving what one doesn’t have or clinging to what one has.” All suffering is possible only through contact with our six senses (the mind is included as a sense). The end of suffering is nonattachment or nonclinging, which requires wisdom, moral integrity, and mental discipline. Interestingly, the origin of the word dukkha was the hole through which a chariot’s axle passed, so not all dukkha was of the life-and-death variety—if you’ve ever had a grocery cart with a clunky wheel, you’ve known dukkha.


These initial teachings are straightforward and from the Buddha’s keystone teaching, the Four Noble Truths: dis-ease is part of life, its cause is clinging, its end is to relinquish clinging, and there is a path to the end of clinging. But to complicate matters, the Buddha described all conditioned existence (which means everything in life, because all life depends upon causes and conditions) as comprising three characteristics: suffering, impermanence, and not-self (the absence of a permanent, autonomous, separate self). We’ll look closely at each of these characteristics in more detail later, but first let’s isolate just one aspect: craving what we have come into contact with through our senses. When we realize that (1) dis-ease is caused by attachment through our senses and that (2) our senses too—like all conditioned things—are impermanent, we get an inkling of why even the things that at least momentarily make us most happy are in themselves the source of future dis-ease. In other words, when we who are impermanent cling to that which is also impermanent, eventually we will experience dis-ease, because those cherished objects of our attachment (people, situations, emotions, even ideas) will change or end. For example, if we see a chocolate ice cream bar, we may begin to experience a craving for chocolate, then eat the whole bar, then feel sadness when we have eaten it and it is gone. Understanding the nature and effects of impermanence is critical to our being willing to take the steps necessary to nurture our spiritual lives.


Although we may become attached to almost anything that we contact through the senses, four areas of attachment often cause the greatest suffering:


1.   Clinging to sense pleasures. Sometimes our clinging to sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and tactile sensations becomes so powerful that it is a passion, an addiction. The first twelve-step program, Alcoholics Anonymous, was founded to deal with the seemingly hopeless addiction to alcohol. Now there are twelve-step programs for a range of sense addictions from narcotics to sex to food. Many of us have had the experience of gaining such pleasure from overindulging in our favorite food or drink that we have made ourselves sick, or at least unhealthy. Addiction is a complex psychological and physical phenomenon; I am not suggesting that addiction is as simple as thinking about wine or chocolate ice cream as being delicious. Because in Buddhism the brain is considered a sense organ, the combination of a physical addiction and a mental obsession can make the dynamics of a strong craving hard to resist.


2.   Clinging to ideas and opinions about the world and the “narratives” of our lives. Discomfort around our opinions about the world seems to ratchet up considerably during election years. Observe what happens to your body and mind, for example, when you watch a presidential debate on TV. And observe yourself and those around you when your candidate loses, even if only for the school board.


3.   Clinging to precepts, rites, and practices. The degree to which we can become attached to particular ways of doing things—“the right, the only way”—historically has shown up, sometimes violently, when a religious practice has been violated or even modified. There was anger, chaos, and rebellion, for example, when the Catholic Church started saying Mass in the vernacular of a country rather than in Latin. Depicting the Prophet Muhammad in a graphic representation has evoked enraged protests from Muslims around the world. Adherents of one school of Buddhism may scoff because another school meditates too much, or not enough. Even in everyday life, clinging to “our way” can cause us some degree of discomfort over such commonplace acts as a guest helping with after-dinner cleanup who does not wash the glasses first, a child who leaves a favorite book on the bed rather than a shelf, not having turkey for Thanksgiving dinner, forgetting to celebrate a spouse’s birthday.


4.   Clinging to the dogma of a separate, permanent self. Philosophers, without experiencing a great deal of suffering, may speculate intellectually about the existence of a self and its defining characteristics. (“I think, therefore I am”; if I don’t think, am I not?) But for the rest of us, anytime a situation arouses an aversive reaction—fear, anger, blame, jealousy, feelings of inadequacy—we suffer. Each aversive emotion—and some seemingly positive ones (such as joy at our success)—separate us from the other beings in our world. The result is dis-ease based on delusion, which we shall look at more closely in chapter 4.


To summarize: within whatever makes us happy is the seed of suffering, if we become attached, because both the object of our happiness and ourselves are impermanent. With deeper understanding comes the great comfort that the thing itself is not what makes us unhappy; how we relate to it—attachment or its converse, aversion—causes the discomfort. The very good news (and sometimes seemingly impossible task) is that dis-ease will end, and we will achieve lasting liberation from suffering, if only we change our attitude toward everything in the world, including ourselves.


Lest this seem an impossible quest, let me share a metaphor from the Thai meditation teacher Ajaan Suwat. When he wanted to explain to a student how he or she could ease stress from the situations in life, Ajaan Suwat would ask if a mountain is heavy. When the student replied that certainly a mountain is heavy, Ajaan would say that even if it is, it is only heavy if we try to lift it and carry it around. So our equanimity lies in acknowledging the existence of problems, solving them when we can, but learning how not to let them burden our heart if we can’t.


Just as initial happiness can lead to suffering, so too can happiness spring from suffering when we change the way we relate to suffering, when we don’t try to lift and cling to our problems. And that is how we transform our lives.


The introduction stressed that the first steps in making our whole lives our spiritual path are having faith in the possibility of transformation and willingness to spend the necessary time in mindfulness practice. This chapter adds that we must acknowledge and seek understanding of Buddha’s three basic truths: the truth of suffering (including its origin, cessation, and path to cessation), impermanence, and not-self. In chapter 9, we will discuss that we also must make a commitment to live a life of nonharming, the ethical basis that underlies all spirituality.


Here are some basic realizations that make it possible to start on this path:


1.   First, we must realize that it’s not the events and conditions in our life that make us happy or unhappy but rather how we relate to them. An old bumper sticker said: “Shit Happens.” Wrong: “Life Happens,” to all of us. When we acknowledge that how we relate to what happens to us can cause suffering or not, we become willing to cultivate traits like equanimity, to see things clearly, and to let go of delusions such as “You’d be miserable too, if you had to endure this.” Which leads to a second important realization:


2.   The events and conditions of life are not personal. We have not been singled out to grow old, get sick, die, lose a loved one, or any of the other things that bring us suffering. In one popular metaphor, rain falls equally on all of us. Again, the trick is how we relate to it. Do we melt, or do we open an umbrella? Which leads to a third point:


3.   We have a choice as to what action we take or don’t. In Bhikkhu Bodhi’s translation of Majjhima Nikaya 135, the Buddha stressed, “Beings are owners of their actions, heirs of their actions, they originate from their actions, are bound to their actions, have their actions as their refuge.” What he was talking about here is karma, our intentional acts, explored in detail in chapter 3. All our karmic actions will have consequences when the conditions for their fruition are right. Nothing is ever lost. We cannot change our past karma. But if we are mindful in the present moment—which is the only time we have choices—we can affect our future karma. A piercing expression of this truth is a phrase commonly used in an equanimity meditation: “You are the owner of your karma, the heir of your karma. Your happiness depends upon your actions, not upon my good wishes for you.” In other words, if you open the umbrella, you won’t get wet. But many of us cling to our umbrella without opening it, which leads to a fourth point:


4.   Like an old country song says, “I’m looking for love in all the wrong places.” We tend to single out something—a person, a job, a vacation, the right deodorant—that will make us happy. And we cling to it as if it exists as a permanent, unchangeable cure-all. But as we’ve stressed, there’s suffering when we who are impermanent become attached to that which is also impermanent. Which leads to a fifth point:


5.   There’s no such thing as a permanent self. Each of us is empty of a separate, autonomous, unchanging self—the statement “I went to Finland fifteen years ago” is meaningless: there’s not a cell in the body or a thought or an emotion that was present both then and now. And everything else is also impermanent—something particle physicists seem to grasp. When we don’t understand this truth we fulfill meditation teacher Joseph Goldstein’s observation that if there’s anyone home to suffer, they will. This leads to a sixth truth:


6.   We’re all in this together. If we’re not separate, we’re together. One of my favorite expressions of this is the story of the mythical Indra’s Net, which surrounds the universe and has a multifaceted jewel at every crossing, so that every jewel reflects every other jewel and is reflected in every other jewel. This is a beautiful image that mirrors the intricacy of interrelationships among us. There’s another, more earthy old teaching story that describes interrelationships another way: There was a garden of melons behind a monk’s hut—but not ordinary melons. They had faces like jack-o-lanterns, and they had little arms and hands growing out of each side. One day, the melons started “selfing”—each one insisted that it was different, better, the finest melon of all. Tempers escalated as each melon tried to convince the others that it was supreme. Things got so vehement that the melons were beginning to close their fists and threaten each other. About that time, the monk came out and observed what was happening. The melons looked at each other and then at the monk, not quite sure what to do next. The monk said quietly, “I want each of you to open your fists and place your hands right on top of your heads.” When the melons did this, they discovered the vines that joined them all to each other.


Thus, to make our whole lives our spiritual practice, we need faith that this is possible, and we need willingness to work with the three basic life truths: suffering, impermanence, and not-self. These truths teach us that how we relate to the circumstances of our lives determines our level of suffering, that the challenges in life are not personal to us, that by being mindful in the present moment we can determine our future karma, and that because there is no separate permanent self, we are all interrelated.


I’ve outlined here these teachings as if they were linear instead of a holographic spiral. To see how the “foundations” outlined in this chapter might play out in some areas of our lives, let’s look at the first area the Buddha defined as dukkha—aging—then look at some ways you can reflect on your own aging.


Aging: Impermanent, Impersonal


Aging, with its concomitant physical and mental changes, happens to all of us. Whether aging brings suffering or happiness depends upon how we relate to it. When we’re children, we’re delighted to add another mark to the doorway to show how much we’ve grown; we come home excited because we’ve memorized a multiplication table. Fast forward some decades to the time we go in for an annual physical exam, are measured, and are told that we’re an inch shorter than we used to be—or when we stumble trying to remember a word or name, having a “senior moment.” Somehow we’re surprised, as if we thought these changes happened to others but could never happen to us.


Just as we may experience glee when we are “old enough to. . .” at other times, we react with anger or guilt or puzzlement when we realize that we are “too old to. . .” A friend once came over for coffee, raging and at the same time shame-ridden. She summed up what was happening by saying, “I realize when I walk down the street that I’m so old that men don’t notice me any more.” This is an opportunity for spiritual growth when we can see how attached we are to looking a particular way and getting the approval—or at least the attention—of others.


The first time I got a real sense of aging, I was at a health club waiting for an exercise class to begin. I was standing with my teacher outside a classroom where a dance aerobics class was going on; the people inside were throwing themselves about in a frenzy. My teacher said, “It looks like they’re really having fun.” I said, “Yeah, but I think I’d be self-conscious doing that.” She said, “Ummm, the first time my mom came to one of my classes, she felt that way too.” I suddenly realized that she had put me into the same category as her mother—and that I belonged there. I felt mortified. When had this happened? About the same time I had to put on glasses not just to read the phone book but also to eat a meal.


When we’re young, we may be happy to have physically matured enough to compete in certain sports or to ride roller coasters. But as we get beyond a certain age, we begin to be more limited in what we can do physically. When I was no longer able to hike up mountains—one of my favorite pastimes—I had the choice to just sit there in the valley or to find an alternative. I bought a horse who could go up into the mountains and a ladder so that I could get on her. I opened the umbrella.


I remember the first time I went to an aquatic aerobics class with all the other “ancients.” It seemed to be the only kind of exercise I could still do. My first thought was “Has it come to this?” and when I realized realistically that it had come to that, I settled in and enjoyed the classes. At one point the instructor put on a tape of music from the 1960s. You should have seen this pool full of old gals, gray heads thrown back, singing every word, making vortexes in the water as we did a bit of the dirty boogie from our younger days. One woman commented that it was a good thing we couldn’t fall down in the water. That day, I experienced impermanence through physical changes, saw these changes in everyone around me and acknowledged that they were not personal, detached from “the way I used to be,” and enjoyed myself thoroughly.


One goal of spiritual practice is to see the world and ourselves in it clearly. When we have expectations that for the rest of our lives we’ll be able to do everything we could at some magic age—say, thirty-five—we are simply being delusional. We have opportunities throughout our lives to observe impermanence as we age. We see the choices we have about our lifestyles as we age. We see these things in others. We can look back over our lives and be grateful for all the wonderful moments we’ve had, and we can come into the present moment with gratitude for the accomplishments, wisdom, and compassion we could only have achieved with life experience during the passing of time.




 








Practice and Reflection: Aging



Take a few minutes now to explore your relationship to aging.


       •   Can you think of a time when you became sharply aware of your own aging? How old were you? Did it make you happy or unhappy? What universal principles—suffering, impermanence, “selfing”—can you learn from that particular experience?


       •   Outside of your family, are the people you choose to spend time with about your age or older or younger? Why do you make this choice?


       •   How has your relationship to your career changed as you’ve aged?


       •   What are your current interests and pastimes? Have they changed as you’ve aged? Why or why not?


       •   What is the most challenging aspect of aging for you today? How can you change your relationship to it so that it will be less stressful?


       •   Close your eyes and reflect for ten minutes on how aging can be an opportunity for practice in your life.











2.


Impermanence and the Self: The Beginning of Suffering


WE CAN STUDY DISCOURSES and sermons, we can read countless books, we can hear hundreds or perhaps even thousands of talks. Although these secondary sources give us many clues about the nature of our world, only direct experience can give us true insight into two of the most essential aspects of our reality: impermanence and the nonexistence of a permanent, autonomous self. Familiarity with these insights is necessary for the “real life” practices in part II. But how do we learn about these challenging realities? By directly experiencing them.


Most of us have heard and conceded the adage that we can’t step in the same river twice, but until we wade into a stream and feel the current swirling around our calves as it urges leaves and twigs past us, we do not really get, at a kinetic level, what this saying means. And we are just like that stream. Each of us is made up of and surrounded by elements that are constantly changing. As Zen teacher Jisho Warner has said, “Impermanence is a great river of phenomena, of beings, things, and events, coming to be and passing away in dependence on each other. This natural order of things includes us, and its laws are our laws. Each of us is an endless moving stream within an endless moving stream.”


For twenty years I had a home on the Ausable River, in the Adirondack Mountains of Upstate New York, and that river was a wily teacher. I came to understand that being a moving stream in a moving stream does not mean that our lives flow through without changing or being changed. Over the years I watched the river carve the shoreline, carrying sand downstream as it widened meanders, making sandbars in the already broad and shallow areas. I saw the river’s color changed by the shore, where iron-rich clays narrowed the channel. The water rose and fell with rains in the mountains, carried whole trees downstream in the fury of a flood, buckled bridges with crusted ice. But even in the most bitter frozen winterscape, always through the ice I could see the river’s flow.


The river of beings’ existence, according to the Buddha, comprises five flowing “collectives” or “aggregates” (skandhas in Sanskrit): material form, feeling, perception, mental formations (thoughts and emotions), and consciousness, and he uses dramatic similes to illustrate their insubstantial nature. He compares material form to a lump of foam, feeling to a bubble, perception to a mirage, mental formations to the trunk of a banana tree (which is pithless, without heartwood), and consciousness to an illusion, and asks: “What essence could there be in a lump of foam, in a bubble, in a mirage, in a banana trunk, in an illusion?” Another metaphor used by a friend is standing at the edge of a river and studying the small whirlpools that form then fade away. There is no difference between the river and the whirlpools except the whirlpools’ temporary coherence: existing, changing, not existing.


When we look at a mountain or at our own reflection in the mirror, the ephemeral nature of all beings and of the very world we live in may be difficult to grasp. Changes are so slow and so subtle, or sometimes so fast and so subtle, that objects and beings appear permanent, solid. But all conditioned things—that is, all things that depend upon causes and conditions for existence, which amounts to all things and beings—are ever-changing. As more and more powerful microscopes have been invented, the less scientists think there is some true, indivisible “building block” of matter: even the smallest identifiable particles are in flux.


I find it remarkable that long before there were microscopes, the Buddha understood this truth. In fact, impermanence is not just one of the three root characteristics of reality described by the Buddha; it is the basis of the other two (suffering and not-self): the self, which seems so real and permanent to us, is nothing more than five ever-changing collectives. Phrased another way, as we’ve noted, when we who are impermanent cling to that which is also impermanent, the only possible result is suffering. We must realize that our senses and our brains, our only sources of knowledge about the world, are impermanent material-form collectives, and we must recall the Buddha’s observation that “with our minds we make the world.”


I am a verb, not a noun. I am a process, not a thing. Yet so often we feel like an “I”; we feel as if we and others exist as separate entities. We recognize our faces in the mirror and our friends when we see them. To respond to this, the Buddha asked if an exact painting of a person is that person, or if the image in a mirror is the person reflected. In our ability to recognize objects and beings, relatively speaking we do exist, but not as a permanent phenomenon separate from and independent of all others. These “feelings of self” are mental formations and reliance on the memory characteristic of consciousness, both of which by definition are ever-changing.


Because the notion of not-self seems so counterintuitive, the Buddha used some striking metaphors to help us understand this concept. One of the most familiar is a rainbow: when climatic conditions are right, we see a rainbow; when conditions change, it disappears. The same could be said for each of us. Once, in the Simile of the Lute (Samyutta Nikaya 246.9), he described a king who hears a lute playing for the first time and is “ravished,” “enthralled,” and “intoxicated” by the sound. The king asks his attendants to bring him the lute, but when he sees it, he insists that he wants only its sound. His men explain that the lute is many components:


“[It’s] through the activity of numerous components that it sounds: that is, in dependence on the body, the skin, the neck, the frame, the strings, the bridge, and the appropriate human effort. Thus it is that this lute—made of numerous components, a great many components—sounds through the activity of numerous components.”
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