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INTRODUCTION
WHO I AM

I am not like most Westerners. I don’t always recognize cultural references. I see the world differently from most of the people I know. I am patient. I try to see the silver lining in adversity. I’ve never been to a rock concert and have no desire to go. At the time of this writing, I’m still twenty-seven years old.

As I’ve entered my adult life, I’ve pondered deeply what it is that makes me different and what is the nature of that difference. I’m on a quest to understand my roots and determine how my upbringing, background, and life experiences have affected me and my perception of the world.

When I told a woman at work that I, a Caucasian American, was raised Buddhist, she asked, “Is that possible?” It is possible. When I was born, in 1974, my parents were members of the San Francisco Zen Center, the first Zen Buddhist monastery established in America. According to my father, its founder, Shunryu Suzuki, came to San Francisco from Japan in 1959 to be the head priest of Sokoji Japanese Buddhist Temple in San Francisco, where he led a congregation of Japanese Americans. By the mid-sixties, many Western students began practicing Zen meditation with him at the temple. They did not as a rule intermingle with the Japanese congregation, because they were given their own space that was not used by the Japanese congregation. In 1967, Suzuki and his Western students founded Tassajara as a monastery and retreat center. He taught Buddhism both in Tassajara and in San Francisco.

Then, in 1969, the San Francisco temple was becoming too crowded. The Japanese congregation complained that the temple really had two congregations, theirs and the Western group. So, the Western group bought an old residence club for Jewish women in San Francisco and converted it into the San Francisco Zen Center (referred to informally by the congregation as the City Center).

My father had been ordained a priest in 1971 by Suzuki, who became something of an icon—however un-Buddhist that may sound—among American Buddhists. Although I knew my father only as a Buddhist priest, Buddhism was not his native religion. He was raised in Riverside, California, near Los Angeles, and, after graduating from Harvard in 1967, he went directly into a Unitarian seminary in Berkeley. In 1968, he became involved with a seminary field study of the Zen groups then emerging in Berkeley and San Francisco. By the end of that year, he’d left the seminary and joined up with Suzukis meditation group in Berkeley, and later moved to the center in San Francisco.

My mother, who had been teaching at the San Francisco Hearing and Speech Center, became interested in Buddhism when she went to the Zen group with my father. I have always known her as a Buddhist layperson.

For the first three years of my life, we lived in an apartment next to the Zen Center building in San Francisco. People came to the large brick building as they would to a church—to meditate, chant, and practice Japanese Zen Buddhism.

Shunryu Suzuki Roshi (roshi is a Zen title equivalent to that of abbot) died in 1971, and in 1977 we moved to the newest branch of the Zen Center, Green Gulch Farm, a self-contained Zen monastery near Muir Beach, just north of San Francisco. In 1972, after Suzuki’s death, the Zen Center purchased some land in Muir Beach, California, from a wealthy landowner named George Wheelwright, who was one of the cofounders of Polaroid. Green Gulch comprises eighty acres of land, including an organic farm and housing for the many monks and laypeople who want to devote their lives to the study and practice of Zen Buddhism. At the age of three-and-a-half, I began life in the monastery with my parents.



We occupied half a house close to the zendo (the meditation hall) that we shared with another family. The entire community of about fifty people ate in the communal dining room, and I lived in close community with other children.

My world was full of chanting, the reverberation of gongs beating out the rhythm of the monks’ days, and bells invoking their meditation. The air I breathed was scented with sandalwood incense. Green Gulch was filled with the ritualistic, deliberate emptiness of silence. It was my only home and my only world. Although I was aware, as a child, of the outside world and did occasionally enter the American milieu, I always came home to Green Gulch.

Then, when I was ten years old, my parents moved out. At that time, I crossed a bridge so fast that I barely knew I’d crossed it. Suddenly, I found myself living entirely in that other milieu. Where Green Gulch had been a world of meditation, simplicity, and silence, America, to me, was a world of mania, excess, and noise. I’ve always called this other world “America,” even though Green Gulch was part of it, because to me America means “the outside.”



One purpose for my writing this book is simply to state, “I am a second-generation American Buddhist, and people like me do exist.” If all American Buddhists were converts, like my parents, we wouldn’t really have American Buddhism; we’d just have a counterculture. But the fact that there are second-generation American Buddhists means that Buddhism is now part of the American culture, however small a part that might be. For that reason, I hope that any of you who are interested in Buddhism and who want to understand it as a new American tradition will also be interested in and benefit from learning about my life. If you do, then perhaps by writing about my own experiences I may, in some small way, be contributing to the future of that tradition.

In order to understand what it has meant for me to be an American Buddhist, you must first understand me on a personal level. How has my Buddhism affected my view of life and the world? What tensions rivet my psyche into the alignment it has? What does it mean to have left behind the world I grew up in, and how do I now react to American culture? What is it about my psychological makeup as a born-and-raised Buddhist in America that has caused me to react as I have both to the American world and to the converts who paved the way for my being? How do I finally emerge in the present as an American Buddhist? And so, in the end, it is my whole life I will need to share with you.



When we left Green Gulch, my parents were simply returning to the culture in which they’d been raised. I, however, became an immigrant in a foreign land. I was thrust into a foreign culture with very little support and no safety net. Since that time, my life has been filled with tensions and conflicts, and it’s those conflicts, as well as how I’ve come to live with and resolve them, that have shaped my identity. Sometimes I’ve been tempted by the desire to have all the things Americans have, but that I was denied at Green Gulch. And then my inner pendulum will swing back again to the Buddhist values I was raised with. At times I’ve been confronted with the expectations people in America have of me, and I’ve had to reconcile those expectations with my own Buddhist values and culture. Doing this means living with an ongoing inner tug-of-war between the Buddhist ways of Green Gulch and the foreign ways of America.

Fortunately, Buddhism itself has come to my aid in this struggle. Buddhist doctrines abound with phrases like, “Form is emptiness; emptiness is form,” and “Delusions are inexhaustible; I vow to end them.” These apparently paradoxical statements are fundamental to Zen Buddhist philosophy In Buddhism, we don’t attach to opposites and, therefore, we don’t get caught in contradictions. If we are not caught by opposites or contradictions, then perhaps my conflicts aren’t really conflicts.

There’s a classic paradox in Western philosophy that revolves around smashing a vase. You have a ceramic vase and then you smash it. Since all the pieces are there, did you really destroy the vase? A Buddhist would answer that the ceramic vase was originally a lump of clay that, presumably, came out of a larger lump of clay. The clay was formed into the shape of a vase, was fired, and became a vase. Then it was smashed. Nothing ceased to exist. However you refer to it, the material existed the entire time. The existence of the vase is an illusion, because we think there is a difference between unmolded, unfired clay, a ceramic vase, and ceramic shards, but, in reality, there is not. So there is no existence and no nonexistence. To a Buddhist, this is perfectly logical.

As I’ve encountered conflicts between Buddhist culture and American culture, I’ve been able to use Buddhist understanding like this to help me. It would be easy to view the tension between my two worlds as irresolvable, and it’s sometimes difficult to see past the apparent conflicts in order to end the ongoing war in my mind between sets of opposites. Over time, however, I’ve come to understand that the sets of opposites inside me can exist harmoniously, like the two halves of the yin yang, swirling around one another.

One concept central to Buddhist teaching is the concept of the Middle Way. The Buddha experienced many extremes in his life before he became enlightened. He experienced what it was like to be extremely wealthy and extremely poor. He experienced extreme materialism and extreme asceticism. But it was not until he finally became enlightened that he realized we have to live in balance between extremes. He taught that while it was not good to be a slave to one’s desires, it was also not good to deny oneself ones basic needs. He called this balance the Middle Way.

Finding the Middle Way has been at the core of my efforts to resolve the conflicts between Buddhist culture and American culture that permeate my life. I’ve sometimes felt as if I were being pulled apart by two sets of extremes, and for a long time I thought I had to choose between the ways of Green Gulch and the ways of America. But I’ve finally figured out that it is actually possible for me to find a Middle Way.



In Buddhism, we have a hand position called “the jewel-holding mudra.” A mudra is a type of hand gesture that symbolizes some aspect of Buddhist philosophy. You’ve probably seen statues of the Buddha making a variety of hand gestures, such as touching his forefinger and thumb together or touching the earth. These are mudras. We make the jewel-holding mudra by putting our hands together in front of our heart. It looks kind of like we’re praying, but the gesture actually symbolizes two opposites becoming one. We imagine that between our hands is a jewel. The jewel is enlightenment, because true enlightenment comes from seeing beyond the opposites.

Meditation is one tool we can use to bring our consciousness to an understanding of the oneness of opposites. In Zen meditation, we practice not thinking. We try to clear our minds of all thought. When I meditate, I sit on a zafu (a meditation cushion) and cross my legs. If I can, I try to put one or both my feet over my thighs in the lotus position. I breathe in and out slowly. I smell the aroma of sandalwood incense.

The beginning of a meditation session is signaled by the ringing of a special bell whose sound fades very slowly. I listen to the sound of the bell until I can’t hear it anymore. Then I start to count my breaths from one to ten, and when I get to ten, I start over at one—it’s harder than you think to not think about anything. Thoughts come unbidden. If nothing else, I’ll inevitably think, “Am I thinking?” and then I realize that that counts as a thought. But, it’s hard to think when you’re concentrating on counting your breaths, and that’s the idea. After I do this for a while, my head clears and I get to a point, even for just a moment or two, when I’m not thinking about anything at all.

When I meditate, all the opposites go away. I realize that what I think of as contradictions are not contradictory. I can’t describe in words what that’s like, because the moment I start thinking about it, I interrupt my meditation. But, somehow, the war in my soul between Buddhist culture and American culture gets silenced. The sets of opposites cease to be in conflict. I can hold one in each hand and bring them together in the jewel-holding mudra.



It’s likely that everything you, or anyone else, has heard or read about Buddhism until now has come from an American convert or from an Asian Buddhist who brought his native religion to America. Therefore, I would like to share my own views with you. Some people (Buddhists in particular) might say I’m not enlightened enough yet, and perhaps I’m not. However, I think that someone of my generation and my identity can offer a unique, and therefore useful, perspective on American Buddhism.

There’s not much sense in America of what it means to be just a normal, everyday, rank-and-file Buddhist—the Buddhist equivalent of a Christian who goes to church on Sunday or a Jew who goes to synagogue on Saturday, but who probably hasn’t studied the holy books of his religion as well as has his minister, priest, or rabbi. Unless he’s extremely religious, he probably doesn’t spend a majority of his time at church or synagogue. He’s not a monk and certainly doesn’t live in a cloister. He probably doesn’t even follow the rules all the time. He probably strays from his beliefs with some degree of frequency but has a priest or minister or rabbi to talk to if he’s in need of counseling. That’s the kind of Buddhist I see myself as being.

I’m not a master or a teacher. My parents’ own teacher, Shunryu Suzuki, allowed his students to publish a book of his talks entitled Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind. Since then, many Buddhists from other countries and Buddhist immigrants like Suzuki have published their teachings on American presses. And it was not long before the converts, too, achieved a level of mastery that allowed them to publish as well. They all have a lot of wisdom to share.

Even so, Buddhist writing has generally been considered countercultural. The writers have been either immigrants or converts. And they were writing for converts and other people interested in incorporating Buddhism into their spirituality or psychology. In a word, Western Buddhist writing, up to now, has been written by converts for converts.

I am not one of those writers. Being a second-generation American Buddhist is an identity separate from being either an immigrant or a convert. And I think the Buddhists of my generation need a voice of our own. Even though I’m not a teacher, there are some things I think I can teach.

Buddhist converts ought to know about me because I’m the next generation. Non-Buddhists need to know about me because I represent a new American religion. Americans should know about me because my identity, in a way, redefines some small aspect of American culture.

Therefore, I believe it’s time in the history of American Buddhism to write a new sort of book, not a book by a foreign Buddhist master nor a work by an American Buddhist teacher, but a teaching from the experiences of a foot soldier in the new generation. The ideas in this book were not derived from study or meditation but rather from my life as a whole. It’s time for my generation to speak.



ONE
AN AMERICAN IMMIGRANT IN AMERICA—EIGHT CONFLICTS

THE WORLD OF GREEN GULCH

I have lived in two worlds. One is the world of Green Gulch. Green Gulch was a world landscaped with religion. The fields were religious with the practice of simplicity. The dining room was religious with the purity of our meals—brown rice, tofu, and organic produce from our farm. The paths to the zendo were religious with silence.

Ours was a religion in which the emptiness of delusion was discouraged and the full wealth of enlightenment was what we sought. By enlightenment, I simply mean a deep and profound understanding of life and of what was truly important in life, such as birth, death, loving others, the good of the world, the arts, and inner beauty. We at Green Gulch didn’t think we were enlightened, but Buddhists believe that the Buddha was enlightened. In Buddhism, we don’t believe that enlightenment is necessarily easy to achieve, but we also believe that it is an ever-approachable perfection.

[image: image]

My father and I on the porch of the Bullpens. Like most Buddhist monks and priests, he keeps his head shaved and wears robes.

The Buddha taught the Four Noble Truths, which, as I was told them, say that all human beings suffer; that suffering is caused by desire; that the key to avoiding suffering is to avoid desire; and that we can avoid desire by achieving enlightenment. Delusion, then, which is the opposite of enlightenment, is caused by the desire for things that prevent one from understanding what’s truly important in life, which are, in the simplest of terms, material goods and possessions.

At Green Gulch, we tried to live in a way that would bring us closer and closer to the enlightenment of the Buddha, and to stay away from any delusions that would derail us from that path.

As children, we learned from the role-modeling of the adults not to display intemperate emotions, such as anger or overexcitement, but to be meditative at all times, to live a simple life, free from consumerism and materialism, and to avoid the temptations to delusion that are found in popular culture.



Of the fifty or so people who lived at Green Gulch, most were monks or laypeople. Buddhism has traditionally been based on student/teacher relationships. A teacher helps the student to achieve enlightenment by teaching him or her Buddhist philosophy. At Green Gulch, the students might be either monks or laypeople. The monks were people who had been ordained by a Buddhist priest and who had dedicated their lives to practicing Buddhism as a profession. Unlike monks of the Catholic religion, Zen Buddhist monks in America are not necessarily required to be celibate, and are free to marry. They do, however, take sixteen vows, similar to the Ten Commandments, that guide their behavior. I reproduce them here exactly as the monk taking them would speak them:

I take refuge in the Buddha.
I take refuge in the Dharma.
I take refuge in the Sangha.
I vow to refrain from all evil.
I vow to do good.
I vow to live to benefit all beings.
A disciple of the Buddha does not willfully take life.
A disciple of the Buddha does not take what is not given.
A disciple of the Buddha does not engage in sexual misconduct.
A disciple of the Buddha does not lie.
A disciple of the Buddha does not intoxicate oneself or others.
A disciple of the Buddha does not slander.
A disciple of the Buddha does not praise self at the expense of others.
A disciple of the Buddha is not spiritually or materially avaricious.
A disciple of the Buddha does not bear ill will.
A disciple of the Buddha does not ignore Buddha, Dharma, Sangha, their own enlightened nature.


The word “Dharma” refers to the teachings of the Buddha. The Sangha can mean the congregation, all Buddhists, or all people in the world. The phrase, “a disciple of the Buddha,” is just a fancy way of saying a Buddhist monk or in America, a layperson. Even though a Buddhist monk is literally the disciple of his teacher, he is also, figuratively, a disciple of the Buddha himself, because the Buddha’s teachings are still “alive” through the written word of the sutras and the teachings of Buddhist teachers.

In addition to taking these vows, monks wear robes and shave their heads. Each monk also has a special bowl called an oryoki that, at least at Green Gulch, they used to eat meals in the zendo during long meditation sessions. All the monks were expected to live on campus.

At Green Gulch, the laypeople were members of the congregation who had not received monastic ordination or taken monastic vows. They didn’t shave their heads or wear robes, but they wore a rectangular cloth called a rakusu that hangs from the neck. They were not required to live at Green Gulch, but many chose to do so, either out of dedication to Buddhism or because, like my mother, they were married to monks.

The priests were monks who, like my father, held a higher rank in the community than that of an ordinary monk. Priests might be compared to the clergy in Western religions. They are leaders of the congregation who have the ability to train monks and laypeople and give them ordination. They conduct religious ceremonies and services, are licensed to perform marriages, and also preside at funerals.

Although these definitions may vary somewhat from one congregation to another, they were the ones that prevailed at Green Gulch.



Most of the monks and laypeople lived in a two-story wooden dormitory adjacent to the zendo called the gaitan. In traditional Japanese Zen monasteries, the gaitan is not generally the same as the monks’ quarters. It is the lobby just outside of the zendo. At Green Gulch, however, our gaitan was housed in our dormitory, so we referred to the entire building as the gaitan. It had two main entrances with screen doors. One door allowed access to the gaitan from the area surrounding a complex known as the Wheelwright Center (named after the man from whom Green Gulch’s land had been purchased). The Wheelwright Center was comprised of two two-story buildings. The second stories of these buildings were joined by one big deck called the Upper Deck that allowed you to walk from the upper-story room of one building to the upper-story room of the other.

One of these buildings housed guest rooms on the lower level. On the upper level was a lecture room, which was also used for social events. The other building contained the dining room and kitchen on the lower floor, as well as a small annex called the family room. The upper story housed the library.

If you walked through the other door out of the gaitan, you would come to a grassy lawn that we called the Central Area, where the community often gathered. To one side of the Central Area was the post office. It wasn’t an official United States post office, but it was where our mail was delivered. Mainly, it was used as an administrative office, and if someone called Green Gulch’s main telephone number, he would get the post office. The hills surrounding the gulch rose above the gaitan, the Wheelwright Center, and the Central Area.

Some of the monks and laypeople in our community were married and had children. Those with families didn’t live in the gaitan but in trailers and tiny houses nestled among the valley’s golden grasses. Each house and trailer had several tiny bedrooms, a small kitchen, an equally small bathroom, and a basic living area.



Although, as I’ve said, we at Green Gulch didn’t think of ourselves as enlightened, we did try—as best we were able—to live according to Buddhist precepts. We tried to avoid the pitfalls that come with desire. We didn’t want to eat fancy food, live in big houses, or drive fancy cars. We didn’t want to fill our heads with television or loud music. We didn’t try to forget the reality of our lives by acquiring expensive but unnecessary luxuries. We believed in having just what we needed, eating food that nurtured us, and paying attention to the things that are really important. We believed in being quiet so that our minds could be quiet. When our minds were filled with silence, we could almost hear ourselves living. Then, in those moments of inner silence, we could find happiness in the things that enrich us and take pleasure in simply being alive.

THE WORLD OUTSIDE

The “outside”—America—was viewed by the people of Green Gulch as the world of the unenlightened, slaves to the delusions of their society and culture. Outside, people were thought to be intemperate. Their minds, we were led to believe, were cluttered with empty ambitions and materialistic desires. In effect, we were taught to think of the world outside as the opposite of Green Gulch in every respect.

While I imagine that, to some degree, every religion and even every political or social group perceives itself to be superior to the “outside,” the important difference to understand here is that Green Gulch and the outside were separate worlds. We children went into the outside world five times a week to attend school, but we played almost exclusively with one another and seldom, if ever, with children whose parents were not in some way affiliated with the Zen Center. We tasted the fruits of the outside only in contrast to our own flavors.

A BUDDHIST IMMIGRANT IN AMERICA

Leaving Green Gulch was, for me, like crossing a psychological border. Once we left, my mind and soul were in foreign territory. However, like all immigrants, I brought my “native” culture with me, a culture that defines me still. Just as an immigrant from China, for example, leaves China, enters America, and becomes a Chinese American, so I left Green Gulch, entered America, and today I am an American Buddhist.

In the outside world, I soon discovered, people judged me by standards that were completely the opposite of those I’d been raised with—such as how I dressed and how much money my parents made. For the first time, I was tantalized by things that had always been remote from my way of life—candy bars, Saturday morning cartoons, and popular toys such as action figures. At the time, all these things seemed really exciting. I was still a kid, after all, and at first I binged on everything I’d been denied at Green Gulch. It seemed decadent and outrageous. But I also had a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach that something was wrong with it all. It was too good. My parents, however, did almost nothing to help me to learn how to live in this new world without bingeing. Later on, I would have to discover on my own how to live in America and still be true to myself.



As a cultural being, I am comprised of polar opposites. My psyche is filled with things Green Gulch and things American. These associations are set one against the other as us versus them, near versus far, native versus foreign, same versus other, old versus new, yin versus yang. Green Gulch culture is, for me, a thesis, and American culture its antithesis.

Much of the Judeo-Christian tradition, I have noticed, involves identifying and separating opposites—good from evil, thou shalts from thou shalt nots, for example. Let’s just talk for a moment about Light and Dark. Good, God, Heaven, God’s commandments, and God’s worshipers are all in the category of Light. Evil, the Devil, Hell, sin, and those who don’t worship God are all in the category of Dark. Light is preferred over Dark. Light is to be had and held alone, apart from Dark. A good person is supposed to hold the Light only. Darkness needs the Light to illuminate and expose it. Anyone who holds to Darkness is bad. Now, let’s add to the category of Light the terms familiar, us, near, same, and related concepts. To Dark then we add foreign, them, far, other, etc.

In Buddhism, we believe that a truly enlightened person doesn’t separate opposites. We try to hold opposites like Light and Dark in both hands, one pole in each. The Light is not always good and the Dark is not always bad. I’m not enlightened, however, and too often I still fall into the trap of seeing Green Gulch and America as opposites. But, ever since leaving Green Gulch, I’ve been trying to find a way to hold in one hand the culture of Green Gulch and in the other the culture of America. If I can do that, and then bring my two hands together, I’ve got something else: me, now. I have my own culture today, which is comprised of my immigrant’s culture and the culture I brought with me from Green Gulch.
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