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PRAISE FOR THE DHARMA OF STAR WARS


“With humor, strong examples, and timeless wisdom, Bortolin offers a new way to think about a pop culture phenomenon. Lead us to Yoda, he does.” —Publishers Weekly


“A good introduction to the teachings of Buddha and how they infuse the characters of Star Wars—on both the light and dark sides of the force.” —SFRevu


“A welcome and enlightening addition to Star Wars, opening up a new way to understand the narrative of this beloved series.” —Sumi Loundon, editor of Blue Jean Buddha


“A wise and accessible book.” —Jana Riess, author of What Would Buffy Do?


“This entertaining and insightful primer provides a useful service to film buffs who want to better understand the real-life religion behind this popular fictional world. Bortolin succeeds in ferreting out some real wisdom from the films, providing a Buddhist interpretation of the Jedi Way.” —Tricycle


“Fans of either Yoda or the Buddha will find The Dharma of Star Wars an enjoyable, informative read.” —Keith Kachtick, author of Hungry Ghost


“The Star Wars saga takes place in a galaxy far, far away, but The Dharma of Star Wars demonstrates quite effectively that the universal truths that George Lucas explores are very much rooted in the here and now. Bortolin takes readers on a journey like no other—into their own hearts, minds, and spirits.” —Jeff Cioletti, producer/director, Millennium’s End: The Fandom Menace


“An interesting read that makes Star Wars more profound and Buddhism more accessible.” —Eastern Horizon


“This book will appeal to Star Wars fans, to fellow Buddhists looking for insights from popular culture, and to people who are just curious about Buddhism.” —Saga Journal


“Bortolin’s pleasant humor and simple directness are immensely enjoyable and thought provoking.” —Robert A. Johnson, author of Living Your Unlived Life


“Whether you are a fan of Star Wars or not, whether you are a newcomer to Buddhist thought or a long-time practitioner, Bortolin’s light yet richly rewarding approach provides a fresh perspective that should encourage deeper thinking and practice.” —Frank Jude Boccio, author of Mindfulness Yoga


“A clear and clever introduction to Buddhism and an important contribution to the lexicon of modern Western Buddhist studies. The book draws an arc of meaning and wisdom across the centuries from Deer Park to the pinnacle of twenty-first-century pop culture.” —Ashé Journal




THE DHARMA OF STAR WARS






[image: ]







“WHAT IS THE DHARMA? And what in Sith spit does it have to do with Star Wars? Well, if you’re like me, it has everything to do with that glorious galaxy far, far away…”


Here, the modern space saga and the ancient words of the Buddha illuminate each other in playful and unexpectedly rewarding ways.


IS YODA A ZEN MASTER?


DO JEDIS PRACTICE MINDFULNESS?


DID ATTACHMENT CAUSE DARTH VADER’S TURN TO THE DARK SIDE?


Covering everything from A New Hope to The Clone Wars, this revised and expanded edition provides a unique take on the intergalactic epic and an inspiring introduction to Buddhism.


“A must-read for anyone ever inspired by the wisdom of Yoda or the courage of Luke Skywalker, or even drawn to the dark side of Darth Vader.”—NOAH LEVINE, AUTHOR OF DHARMA PUNX


MATTHEW BORTOLIN has camped out for tickets to all the Star Wars movies and a set of Jedi robes hangs in his closet. He is an ordained member of Thich Nhat Hanh’s Order of Interbeing and has practiced in Buddhist monasteries across the globe. He lives in Ventura, California.




May the merit of this work benefit all beings.




PREFACE


“Hokey religions and ancient weapons are no match for a good blaster at your side.”


—HAN SOLO IN A NEW HOPE


What is the Dharma? And what in Sith spit does it have to do with Star Wars? Well, if you’re like me, the Dharma has everything to do with that glorious galaxy far, far away.


The Dharma is the Buddhist teachings that point to the true nature of reality. Like an X-wing targeting computer that zeroes in on the bull’s-eye, the Dharma isn’t the target, the truth, itself; it only aims us in the right direction. That’s because the true nature of reality isn’t something that can be understood through words or concepts—it’s the way your life is right now, free from the confusion of hokey religious beliefs, philosophical ideology, and Sith sophistry. The Dharma directs us to the truth of reality, or heart of real life. And my life has (almost) always been about Star Wars.


Like everybody and (nowadays) his mother, I grew up with Star Wars. The “Early Bird” figures, Death Star playset, Chewbacca’s bandolier strap figure case—I played with all that stuff (and still do!). My earliest memory is the Star Wars logo slamming against the star-flecked blackness of my local theater’s big screen. My dad whispered the crawl in my ear as it rolled passed, and I was hooked—Star Wars would forever be my life. If you cut me open, I bleed X-wings and lightsabers.


I came to process my experiences through my understanding of Star Wars. My interpretation of its myth colored the way I viewed everything from relationships to politics. My feelings of longing and boredom are always accompanied by John Williams’s music and twin suns setting on my mind’s horizon. Star Wars occupied my every waking minute. It was also my first experience with the Dharma, although I didn’t know it at the time. “To me, Yoda is a Zen master,” commented The Empire Strikes Back director Irvin Kirshner during filming. Zen is one expression of the Dharma, and Yoda did indeed say very Zen-like things. He tells Luke, “Do or do not. There is no try.”


Most of us don’t do, we try. We try to clean the floor, try to work at ILM, try to put the ship on the land—try to realize the truth of reality. Trying always implies a goal, an end result that doing leads to. We push through the doing to get to the goal. But the thing is, almost every second of life is doing. Goals can be achieved, but in a flash they’re gone and we immediately turn our attention to the next goal, to the future, the horizon—never our minds on where we are, on what we are doing (to paraphrase Yoda). And before you know it, twenty, thirty, sixty years fly by and we’ve spent almost all of our lives pursuing goals that pretty much exist only in our heads.


Realization of the true nature of reality can’t come from trying because trying suggests you already have an idea of the truth that you’re aiming for. The concept of the truth is never the truth itself. You must put aside trying and do—fully engage in the present moment—then the truth beyond concepts will be revealed. This is called living a realized life.


There is a story I think Yoda would appreciate about a Buddhist student asking his master to explain the secret of the Dharma. When asked, the teacher answered, “Have you finished your breakfast?” Confused, the student stammered that he had. The teacher replied, “Then go wash your bowl.”


Like trying to achieve a goal, the student is trying to grasp the meaning of Dharma intellectually. But the Dharma isn’t interested in concepts. It’s pointing us to concrete reality and encouraging us to live a realized life. We can’t do that with our intellect. We have to do that by doing. By Force levitating the X-wing; by washing our bowl.


We live much of our lives in our head juggling two or more things at once. We try to puzzle out meaning and form conceptual frameworks that give purpose to our actions. This is understandable—it’s part of being human. But to live a realized life we have to move past concepts and do what we are doing. Life isn’t a goal we achieve or an idea we grasp. Life is what’s happening right now.


“Do or do not” and “Go and wash your bowl” are clear directives to live a realized life. We do what we are doing or we don’t. Trying resides in the realm of ideas.


Why is this important? Or in the grumpy words of Harrison Ford whenever he’s asked about Star Wars, “Who cares?” Well, the reason I care is because life can only be lived in this instant and truth can be understood only in the present. I can also tell you when your mind is unencumbered by abstractions and your happiness isn’t dependent on achieving goals, your life and the lives of those around you are simply better. And that’s extremely important.


Hokey religions can’t save us. Ancient weapons won’t tame our minds. Like Han’s blaster, the Dharma is immediate and practical. It isn’t interested in simple tricks and nonsense. It’s about your real life: bills, meetings, broken-down space freighters, and bowls that need cleaning.


If you want to know the truth, Buddhism urges you not to let time slip by. Life is short and death can come at any moment. So shoot first. Eat your breakfast. Wash your bowl. Don’t trouble your life with abstractions. Just do. Then you will truly see what life is all about.


This new version of The Dharma of Star Wars is the equivalent of a Star Wars Special Edition. Unlike its movie counterparts, however, this book is more than CGI embellishments and shoehorned additions. It’s a thorough examination of what the Force can teach us about Buddhism, and what Buddhism can teach us about the Force.


So strap on your lightsaber…or maybe don’t. These pages will reveal only what you take with you.
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I


JEDI MINDFULNESS AND CONCENTRATION


“Don’t center on your anxieties, Obi-Wan, keep your concentration here and now where it belongs.”


“But Master Yoda said I should be mindful of the future.”


“But not at the expense of the moment; be mindful of the living Force, young Padawan.”


—JEDI MASTER QUI-GON JINN AND OBI-WAN KENOBI IN THE PHANTOM MENACE


The Star Wars saga begins with mindfulness and concentration. Jedi Master Qui-Gon Jinn reminds Obi-Wan, his Padawan, to be present and to keep his focus on the here and now. Qui-Gon’s advice is good. It sounds like something you might hear at your local Zen monastery or Buddhist center. Being attentive to the present moment, rather than centering on what might happen later, is as important to Buddhists as using the Force is to Jedi. Mindfulness and concentration are the basis of Buddhism—and the foundation of the Jedi arts. These two practices are necessary to break free from mental hang-ups and constricting worldviews. And they are vital to waking up to who you are—to seeing your true nature and the truth of reality. “Waking up” isn’t an intellectual endeavor. It’s not a nugget of knowledge you can add to all that Star Wars trivia you’ve got crammed between your lekku. Insight into your true nature comes from living the realized life, from bringing the spirit of awakening to everything you do. The spirit of awakening could be another name for mindfulness. It’s said that mindfulness is the energy that shines light on all things and everything we do. Mindfulness helps us see through our wrong perceptions and fears, and drop regret and worry. Mindfulness produces concentration, which leads to insight into the true nature of reality.


The way Qui-Gon uses the word “concentration” and the way Buddhists typically use it has a special meaning. We normally think of concentration as thinking about something really hard. That’s not how Qui-Gon (and Buddhists) use the word. He isn’t telling Obi-Wan to think about the present moment. He’s not really talking about thinking at all. He’s talking about fully engaging in the immediate moment at hand, without trying to describe, label, add, or subtract anything from it.


As Han Solo told Chewbacca when the Wookiee asked him how he’s supposed to fly the Millennium Falcon at a distance but not look like he’s trying to keep his distance: “I don’t know,” Han shouted. “Fly casual.” Concentration is simply doing what we’re doing. When we think about what we’re doing, everything becomes contrived—it’s impossible to be casual.


Mindfulness is awareness, attention, alertness. It’s the opposite of spacing out or living forgetfully. There is a Zen expression: “If we live in forgetfulness, we die in a dream.” Dreams can be lovely things (unless they’re the nightmares of Anakin Skywalker), but dreams aren’t real life. They’re like the Ewok trap with succulent meat that Chewie triggered in Return of the Jedi: they entice us with the promise of happiness, but when we reach out to grab them—wham—we’re suddenly the main course in a furball feast.


Yoda tells Luke that he has spent his entire life looking to the future. The future is a dream. It’s that place beyond the horizon where we believe happiness exists—once we finish with this or achieve that. If we live like this, we’ll just fall from one trap into another. The Buddhist practices of mindfulness and concentration are a wakeup call to cut ourselves free from the world of dreams and fantasies and come back to the only place we can live life and experience happiness—right now.


That’s not the way we usually live though, is it? If you’re like me, you probably tend to imagine that happiness comes later, like when I get done doing this thing I don’t want to do and can lie back with a cool cup of Jawa Juice and fire up my Netflix to The Clone Wars. The thing is, living in forgetfulness, or doing one thing while thinking about another, is a hard habit to break. When it comes time to enjoy some serious animated Star Wars action, it’s difficult to stop thinking about the next thing you’re going to do once the show is over. Ahsoka Tano could be turning the entire Jedi Order on its befuddled head, but I’m fretting about everything I’ve got to do at work tomorrow.


Mindfulness and concentration aren’t just about diving in and fully living the present moment, though; they’re also about waking up to the truth, seeing through stubborn views of right and wrong, and removing conceptual bonds that keep us from touching true happiness. Escaping your distracted mind, like escaping Detention Block AA-23, is a really big deal, not just for us but for everyone we interact with. Think about how one careless word, delivered in forgetfulness, can crush a person’s spirit. And what could one thoughtful word or deed delivered with mindfulness do?


In The Phantom Menace, Qui-Gon was gassed, attacked by droids, nearly blown out into space, and almost crushed by a droid transport ship when Jar Jar Binks stumbled into his path. By the time he reached Watto’s shop on Tatooine, his patience was as thin as Yarael Poof’s neck. “Don’t touch anything,” he snapped at Jar Jar in a moment of distraction as the Gungan toyed with a device in Watto’s shop. Jar Jar recoiled at the comment and reacted out of irritation. He flapped his python-sized tongue at the Jedi master. Later, when the pressures of finding a way off Tatooine were relieved by Anakin’s podrace victory, Qui-Gon approached the boy’s mother, Shmi, moments before he took him from her for forever (as far as she knew). “I’ll watch out for him. You have my word,” Qui-Gon assured her as he squeezed her shoulder comfortingly. Shmi was visibly grateful. Mindfulness made the difference between a careless word that wounded and a gentle touch that healed.


Qui-Gon told Obi-Wan to be mindful of the living Force. Being “mindful of the living Force” means recognizing that life isn’t just happening to us. We are happening to life. We are contributing to this world that everybody shares. We can make it a better place if we keep our concentration here and now. If we live in forgetfulness, we’ll just keep grumbling at people for being who they are. When we live in mindfulness, we’ll know what needs to be done to calm fears and soothe worried minds.


In A New Hope Luke Skywalker races his X-wing along the Death Star trench preparing to fire the proton torpedoes that would destroy the Empire’s ultimate weapon. Fiddling with his ship’s targeting computer, Luke hears Obi-Wan Kenobi’s voice, “Use the Force, Luke.” Unsure of himself, Luke dismisses the command and returns to what he believes he should be doing: targeting his mechanical scope for the crucial shot. Then the voice speaks again, “Let go, Luke.”


When we let go of the belief that what we need is outside of ourselves and outside of the present moment, we are able to rediscover our true nature and the strength and stability already present within us. Obi-Wan urged Luke to switch the targeting computer off and let go. Luke let go of the ideas he had about destroying the Death Star and he stopped thinking about velocity and targeting computers. He just did what he was there to do—make a one-in-a-million shot that would save the galaxy.


Obi-Wan talked about letting go even before the attack on the Death Star. Aboard the Millennium Falcon he ordered Luke, “Let go your conscious self and act on instinct.” The reason we’re so often dissatisfied is because of our belief in the “conscious self.” This idea of the self rests on the notion that we, the subject, stand apart from the world, our object. As such we are always trying to blast away aspects of the world we don’t like and target and acquire what we do. We’re rarely at ease with the way things are right now. When we are at ease, the apparent distinction between subject and object, you and the world, falls away. When you “let go your conscious self,” you come into direct contact with reality.


This may sound weird, difficult to achieve, or maybe a little delusional. In truth we are in direct contact with life all the time, we’re just not aware of it—nor could we be.


I read once that ten million lightsabers are sold every year. That’s a lot of black eyes and cracked teeth. Despite the injuries, lightsaber battles are fun—especially when you’ve got plenty of room to maneuver and can really get into it: you eye your opponent and react to her moves, or you go all Sith offensive and pummel her defense with a furious barrage. You circle each other, the plastic blades go slap crack, your pulse quickens, and dewy sweat pops out on the skin beneath your hood. You’re not fighting with a plan. You aren’t even thinking. When you step out of your own way and let the parries and attacks come naturally, you’re acting on instinct—your conscious self forgotten.


This is getting into direct contact with reality. You are mindful, present, doing what you’re doing. There is no “you,” no “lightsaber,” no “fight.” There’s no concept of a “conscious self” to get in the way. There’s only the seamless whole of the lightsaber duel. At the moment of experience, we and the experience are one. It’s only when the “conscious self” arises and we parse ourselves from experience that the direct connection with reality is broken. Then we experience our lives filtered through concepts.


Luke was one with the Force at that instant he fired the proton torpedoes into the thermal exhaust port. There was no distinction between his self and the target; there was just the experience. If he had not let go of conscious self, he would not have succeeded in his mission of destroying the Death Star.


By developing what both the Buddha and the Jedi call mindfulness, we can also let go of the concepts that separate us from directly experiencing reality.


The method for developing mindfulness is easy to understand, yet surprisingly difficult to put into practice. The practice requires us to focus our awareness on what is going on within us and around us at this instant; it requires us to be mindful of the living Force. When we read this book, we know we are reading this book. If our thoughts drift off to what we are going to eat for dinner, or what events we have scheduled tomorrow, or what we would do if we had Jedi powers, then we are not reading mindfully. When you are reading, focus on reading. When standing, sitting, or lying down, focus on standing, sitting, or lying down.


Being mindful and staying present with life as it constantly changes, rather than thinking one thing while doing another, is much more difficult than it sounds. We may try to comply with Qui-Gon’s advice to keep our concentration on the here and now, but mindfulness and concentration are not light switches we can simply turn on. We cannot just decide to be mindful and be done with it. Mindfulness takes practice.


It is difficult to be mindful right out of the gate because many of us have lived in distraction for years and even decades. Yoda once observed of Luke, “Never his mind on where he was, what he was doing.” His observation could easily be applied to us. Our minds are rarely in touch with where we are and with what we are doing. We have accumulated many years of living without mindfulness—doing one thing mechanically while thinking about another—and this habit of living distractedly has become ingrained in us.


In fact, the habit of living distractedly is so strong in many of us it has become like a runaway podracer pulling us along. We try to wrest back the controls, but the energy of the thing is too strong. We are swept away by the habit energy of distraction and carelessness, and before we know it we’ve crashed into the side of Beggar’s Canyon, bringing hardship to ourselves and others.


It’s nearly impossible to truly understand mindfulness based on a description in a book. So let’s get an idea of what it means by trying it out. After you read these instructions, stop reading for just a minute or two and try it out.


       •   Sit upright and breathe naturally.


       •   Turn your attention to your breath.


       •   Try to remain attentive to your in-breath, from its beginning all the way until it turns to become an out-breath.


       •   Try to remain attentive to your out-breath, from the moment it begins until it turns to become an in-breath again.


       •   Simply rest your attention on the breath in this way, following the cycle of the breath for a few minutes.


       •   When you find you have become distracted, simply return your attention to the breath.


Now you have directly understood mindfulness of breathing. (Give yourself a Wookiee roar of approval!) I say “mindfulness of breathing” because mindfulness is always mindfulness of something. Just plain mindfulness doesn’t exist.
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