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More Praise for
SALTWATER BUDDHA


“Saltwater Buddha will help you appreciate all the days in your life — even when you’d rather be surfing!”


— Dailystoke.com


“Surfers and Zennies alike will want to catch this wave.”


— Lion’s Roar


“Any self-respecting surfer who’s paddled out into the ocean’s fury and caught a wave knows that Zen and surfing are inseparable. It’s just that most don’t know it — yet. Now with Saltwater Buddha the connection between the two is at last articulated, coming full-circle into the reflective light off the ocean.”


— Monterey Herald


“An incredibly honest story by a writer who, like most of us, is searching for answers about life and where his was heading.”


— Outdoor Japan


“Thoroughly unique and enjoyable — a wild spiritual journey.”


— Wes Nisker, author of Essential Crazy Wisdom


“Draws the reader in with its genial, enthusiastic, and humble tone. The reader sticks around, for the fascinating trajectory of Yogis’s life and his remarkably insightful perspective on it all.”


— Elephant Journal


“The words in this book may be about surfing, but it’s true meaning goes much deeper. I couldn’t put it down!”


— Jamie Patrick, Iron Man Triathalete


“The book is motivating, and reminds us to follow our hearts without regard for fear and limitations. Refreshing, easy-to-read, and a lot of fun.”


— Urijah Faber, former WEC featherweight Champion


“In this terrific first book, Jaimal Yogis has done what every artist and writer strives to do: he has made something beautiful and universal from the particulars of his own life. Saltwater Buddha will surely find the audience it deserves — among surfers, among seekers, and among those who enjoy being swept along on a curious ride.”


— Daniel Duane, author of Caught Inside
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“Heartfelt, honest and deceptively simple. It’s great stuff with the words CULT CLASSIC stamped all over it.”


— Alex Wade, author of Surf Nation


FED UP WITH HIS SUBURBAN LIFE, JAIMAL YOGIS ran off to Hawaii with little more than a copy of Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha and enough cash for a surfboard. His journey is a coming-of-age saga that takes him from communes to monasteries, from the warm Pacific to the icy New York shore. Saltwater Buddha is a rousing chronicle of finding meditative focus in the barrel of a wave and eternal truth in the great salty blue.


“Resonant and entertaining. A surprisingly deep tribute to the quest for surf and serenity.”


— Publishers Weekly


“It’s the perfect read for those who love the ocean — or for anyone who wants a deeper understanding of the spiritual practice that is surfing.”


— Yoga Journal


“Deep riches of spiritual insight, human warmth, and humor. I couldn’t put this book down.”


— Michael Ellsberg, coauthor of Flirting with Disaster


“Yogis’s attractively self-deprecating story offers rich reading for both surfers and spiritual seekers, who are, we learn, sometimes one and the same.”


— Thomas Farber, author of The Face of the Deep


“Surfing literature finds a new, more profound incarnation.”


— San Francisco Magazine


“A great summer read.”


— Sacramento Book Review







Prologue


The ocean is in constant flux, and when you spend a lot of time in it you become like a floating bottle with a message inside; you know you’re going somewhere, sense you have a purpose, but you also know you’re at the mercy of the winds and currents, that surrendering may be your only good option.


Lately I’ve been surfing a lot. And there’s something different about the saltwater life. One becomes floppy, like seaweed, while at the same time agile, like an eel. One becomes, I suppose, more like water itself.


The Tao Te Ching says, “Nothing in the world is more flexible and yielding than water. Yet when it attacks the firm and the strong, none can withstand it. They have no way to change it.”


This is a book in praise of water. On its surface, it is a series of short stories about my encounters with the sea and Zen practice. But underneath, it’s just a homily about water — to that which sustains life.


I am no expert on Zen, and certainly no expert surfer. But I have an ongoing love affair with the ocean, which, through years of meditation, I have come to view through what might be called Zen-colored glasses. If I have a message inside this empty vessel — if it hasn’t been completely dissolved by the saltwater leaking in — this book is it. May the winds blow it to shores where it will be useful.




Introduction


In water, everything is “dissolved.”


— Mircea Eliade


A person of the Way fundamentally does not dwell anywhere. The white clouds are fascinated with the green mountain’s foundation. The bright moon cherishes being carried along with the flowing water.


— Hung-chih


Ua ka ua, kahe ka wai. The rain rains, the water flows.


— Hawaiian Proverb


In Zen there is nothing to explain, nothing to teach that will add to your knowledge. Unless it grows out of yourself, no knowledge is really of value to you, a borrowed plumage never grows.


— D.T. Suzuki


Two weeks ago, I moved onto my girlfriend’s dad’s sailboat in Sausalito. Dulce is the boat’s name. She is thirty feet long, mostly white with lacquered wooden paneling around the windows. Her sails are wrapped in teal canvas.


At first, I thought Dulce rocked too much. But now she lulls me to sleep. The bed is so small, curling up in it while the waves lap against the hull is a bit like returning to the womb: not that I remember the womb, of course, but I imagine it to be something like sleeping in the bow of a sailboat.


I don’t sail. Simply to live on the water is the point. After a couple years sequestered inland, always driving to the coast for surf, being on the boat feels like a homecoming. “To come back down to the ocean,” writes Thomas Farber, in On Water, “is to reexperience an essential memory trace, something once known well, to recall that one has been trying to remember.” I like that Farber writes “to recall that one has been trying to remember” rather than, “to recall what one has been trying to remember.” It describes the truth that when away from the sea you can easily forget what you feel homesick for. But the vestiges are always there. And upon return, the salt air, the incessant roar of waves, what Mark Twain calls the “limpid depths.”


Basho, the seventeenth-century Zen monk and poet, said in a haiku:




Mother I never knew


Every time I see the ocean


Every time





Maybe having evolved from aqueous amoebas, and being in our current form two-thirds water, we are hardwired to connect to the sea.


Or maybe we are even part of water’s big plan. Tom Robbins suggests that human beings (like every other living creature) “were invented by water as a device for transporting itself from one place to another.”


Farber points out that we are not so far removed from the sea as we think: our skin is smooth like that of a dolphin or whale; our fingers and toes are slightly webbed; we float; we are streamlined and surrounded with a subcutaneous layer of fat; our blood itself is close to the consistency of seawater. And as demonstrated in recent years by free divers, we even have the capability, like dolphins and whales, to slow down our heart rate in order to reach great depths — more than 400 feet without oxygen.


THE VIEW FROM THE BOAT is impressionistic: specks of light flickering on the bay like stars looking up. The golden grasses of Angel Island twitch under the first rays of light. Directly south, the San Francisco skyline stretches up, barely cresting a comforter of fog — “a city inside a snow globe,” as Anne Lamott once described it. North, Mount Tamalpais, a pyramid of green, blocks the winds, creates this sanctuary: one of the most expensive stretches of waterfront property on the planet — expensive, that is, unless you live on your girlfriend’s dad’s sailboat.


As on many mornings in Marin, there is this sly strip of fog — water in its most mystical incarnation — slithering over, around, and through the hills, making everything look ancient and unsolved. I climb back down into the cabin, a cramped space barely tall enough for me to stand in, and sit down on a little bench, pulling my legs into full lotus: left foot on right thigh, right foot on left. Today will begin, as most mornings do, with a little zazen, a little Zen meditation.


IT’S SUCH A COMMON WORD these days, Zen, used mostly it seems for marketing, as in the current ad campaign for MP3 players — “Find Your Zen” — or San Francisco restaurants — Hana Zen, Now and Zen. But many people have no idea what real Zen is. And sometimes I fear I don’t, either. I know what the word means, of course. Literally, Zen is Japanese for a Sanskrit term, dhyana, that translates loosely as “meditation.” Dhyana, as I have heard it described by one of my most academically versed meditation teachers, might better be translated as “the concentration that is completed,” a focus that encompasses rather than narrows.


The Zen school of Buddhism arose in China around the fourth century CE when a South Indian Buddhist monk named Bodhidharma allegedly brought the “mind-only” teaching there and started a lineage. The tradition’s simplicity, rigor, and wit flourished and eventually spread through much of Asia, becoming well known to Americans only in this past century.


But Zen is more than a lineage, more than a practice of sitting still. It’s more than an aesthetic style, and certainly more than a marketing scheme. It is an attempt to express the ineffable, the deepest paradox of being. And its definition alone may be as indescribable as its core teaching. One of the great pioneers of Zen in America, Shunryu Suzuki Roshi, often said Zen is best expressed simply by sitting.


In my limited experience, Zen practice has been something like returning to the waterfront, or like paddling out into the surf after days without waves. Matthieu Ricard, the French biologist who ordained under the Dalai Lama, writes of the stages of meditation: “Finally, the mind becomes like the sea in calm weather. Ripples of discursive thoughts occasionally run over its surface, but in the depths, it is never disturbed.” Sitting quietly in zazen or on my surfboard, I am reminded that I’ve somehow been away from myself too long, that I need to return more often.


It makes sense to me that surfing and Buddhism should meet in a concrete form, a book. “Surfing is really more than anything else a faith,” says former editor of Surfer magazine Sam George. And surfers often sound like Buddhists in describing their art. “Then the world vanished,” writes Steven Kotler in his surfing memoir West of Jesus. “There was no self, no other. For an instant, I didn’t know where I ended and the wave began.” The photograph of pro surfers Dick Brewer, Gerry Lopez, and Reno Abellira meditating cross-legged next to their surfboards at Mount Tantalus has been branded into the mind of almost every surfer. More recently, meditating pro surfer Dave Rastovich (“Rasta”) has become something of a guardian angel to the sport, instructing other surfers in forms of meditation and helping rescue dolphins and whales in his spare time.


On the other side of the spectrum, Buddhist teachers have often employed water metaphors to express the Buddha’s teachings: impermanence (“The myriad worlds are like so much foam on the sea,” wrote eighth-century Chinese master Yung-Chia), karma and reincarnation (a human’s life force will “produce the next life just as the energy of one wave produces the next wave. This energy will never disappear, resulting in a continuous formation of successive lives,” according to the twentieth-century master Hakuun Yasutani), and the fundamental buddha-nature within everyone (it “is like the sea, and each individual is like a wave on the surface of the ocean,” says Yasutani).


But my all-time favorite Zen-surfing quote is by Suzuki Roshi, one of the people credited with helping to bring Zen to America, via — where else? — California. Suzuki founded Tassajara Zen Center in Big Sur (near some of the best surf on the West Coast) and I like to think he had surfers in mind when comparing thought waves to ocean waves. He said, “Even though waves arise, the essence of mind is pure… Waves are the practice of water. To speak of waves apart from water or water apart from waves is a delusion.”


Yes: enough talk of tepid, serene pools reflecting moonlight. Let us speak of waves, of glassy ocean surfaces enlivened with surging swells. If waves are the practice of water, and thoughts the practice of mind, wouldn’t it be wonderful if we all learned to surf?


SOME SAY THAT THE “GOAL” OF BUDDHISM is to become a Buddha — to become awake. And one of the historical Buddha’s very first teachings, recorded in the Avatamsaka Sutra, says “the Earth expounds Dharma,” meaning, I think, that the very world we live in describes how to awaken. And since most of the earth is ocean, I don’t think it’s going too far to say that, with the right intention and awareness, you can learn to be a Buddha by playing in the waves.


My parents introduced me to Buddhism. But I fell in love with it in high school through the Beats. I recall reading Kerouac’s Dharma Bums and almost weeping with joy when Japhy (modeled on the Beat poet Gary Snyder) tells Jack, “I meet my bodhisattvas on the street.” I could hardly fathom a religious tradition in which I could find truth wherever I go, on my own. I soon found out the historical Buddha stressed that I had to find it on my own. I could get help from the Triple Jewels, of course: the Buddha, the Dharma (the teachings), and the Sangha (the community of practitioners). But ultimately, the Buddha said to test everything on your own, make your own proof.


Upon his deathbed, the Buddha spoke these final words: “All things are impermanent. Work out your own salvation with diligence.”


Ridiculous as it may be, I see myself doing just that as I flail around on the sea, gliding on the fringes of our blue world.




Part I
Leaving Home


While still young, a black-haired young man endowed with the blessing of youth, in the prime of life, though my mother and father wished otherwise and wept with tearful faces, I shaved off my hair and beard, put on the ochre robe, and went forth from the home life into homelessness.


— The Buddha


Indeed, one feels microscopically small, and the thought that one may wrestle with this sea raises in one’s imagination a thrill of apprehension, almost fear. Why, they are a mile long, these bull-mouthed monsters, and they weigh a thousand tons, and they charge into shore faster than a man can run. What chance? No chance at all, is the verdict of the shrinking ego.


— Jack London, 
writing of waves and his first surf session


1. WHEN I WAS THREE, my dad got stationed at a U.S. airbase on the island of Terceira off the coast of Portugal. We flew there on a military cargo jet, ears plugged to soften the engine roar. We moved into a white adobe apartment above a shoe store where wool-sweatered men smoked cigars and stray dogs begged.


This was before my parents started fighting and years before their divorce, so there were four of us in the family. A round number, I often thought, a good number.


My older sister, Ciel, and I found endless satisfaction in the novelties of the island: the bullfights on cobblestone streets, the patchwork lava rock walls that quilted the hills, the serrated bluffs dotted with old fishermen, the spitting llamas. We adopted fourteen puppies and fed them oatmeal. We built forts out of mud. We climbed into the foggy hills and searched for wizards. Most of all, we loved the beach.


The praia — as we called it in an attempt to feel local — lay just down the street, a two-minute walk. We could always hear it and smell it. The beach was littered with trash; the wall at its border was stained in graffiti and urine. But the sand was soft and the ocean warmed by the Gulf Stream.


My dad taught us to body-surf. As a teenager, he’d been a surfer in New York (one of the brazen few who’d surfed Jones Beach in the winter in jeans and a wool sweater) and then in Hawaii while stationed on Oahu during the Vietnam War. He often told us nostalgic tales of big waves, near drowning, heroism. Then he taught us how to watch the waves, how to jump off the sand at just the right moment so the wave caught you in its grip like a baseball mitt and thrust you forward like a roller coaster.


I remember the Atlantic all inky black and rough like crumpled tinfoil. But the inner waves, the ones we rode, were an opaque brownish-green, full of silt and rubbery seaweed. The waves were frightening. But we felt safe with my dad. He could lift us up above the water, or keep us steady in the midst of strong currents.


When a good wave finally came, we laughed and shrieked. Then we turned and dove down the face, shutting our eyes tight, gripping each other’s hands.


Sufficiently tumbled, we jogged up to our big yellow blanket where Mom was usually reading a book. We warmed up. And then we talked about the islands together, told stories about their strangeness and magic.


Three years later, my dad got transferred again, this time to McClellan Air Force Base outside Sacramento, two hours from the nearest beach.


It wasn’t so bad in the valley. I made new friends. I got a BMX bike and a Variflex skateboard. Mom ran a daycare so there were always screaming kids to play with. Occasionally, the four of us went to the beach near San Francisco and talked about how nice it would be to live by the sea again, if only we could afford it. Maybe someday.


But we never could afford it. My parents divorced after a few years in suburbia. And so there were three of us — a different three every other weekend. Then the numbers of immediate family–members rotated: six, then four, then back to three. But it wasn’t weird. It was ordinary. We just grew up: soccer and swim team, keg-stands at the river, fireworks and football. It was a normal American upbringing. I can’t complain.


But the sea never left me. I couldn’t let go. Or it wouldn’t let go. Or both.


2.




Dear family,


Please do not worry. I am somewhere in the world and I will call you when I get there. I had some dreams that led me to believe that I need a change and I could not make it here. I’m sorry. I took some money from Mom’s credit card and I apologize. I plan to pay it all back when I get settled.


I love you very much.


Jaimal     





BY THE TIME my mom found this note on my bedroom pillow, I was on a one-way flight to Hawaii. I was a junior in high school and had saved a few hundred bucks mowing lawns and selling old baseball cards. Added to the $900 I stole from my mom’s credit card (which I did eventually return), I had just enough to start a shiny new life in paradise.


On the ATA flight, movies of waterfalls and women in hula skirts readied us for the islands. And the further from land we flew, the more I felt the shackles of adolescence dissolving. I was reading a book about the Buddha’s life, which I knew quite a lot about having grown up with what you might call “New-Agey” parents. (Our home libraries could fill an East-West bookstore.) But I read it again because the Buddha’s story made me feel better about running away. I thought of myself as leaving home, much like Prince Siddhartha did, to discover truth.


Siddhartha’s story began like this. He was born a prince in present-day Nepal around 2,500 years ago. At his auspicious birth, a soothsayer told his parents that Siddhartha would become a great spiritual teacher and abandon his kingdom, or else he would conquer a vast stretch of land and be a powerful leader. His father wanted the latter, so he tried to shelter his son from the sufferings of the world — old age, sickness, death. He feared exposing the prince to suffering would push him to seek spiritual truth. So the king kept his son surrounded with beauty and youth within the palace and conned him into thinking the whole world was roses and immortality. Of course, Siddhartha, an unusually smart young man, soon realized that it was all a lie, and when he witnessed the real suffering outside the palace — corpses, leprosy, famine, and an ascetic renunciant — he was overwhelmed with compassion and he vowed to do something.


He probably had a hunch suffering arose in the mind and could also cease in the mind. But he wanted to find out for sure. He abandoned the kingdom, renouncing all its pleasures to become a wandering mendicant and focus on ending the suffering within.


I loved Siddhartha’s story. And miles above the Pacific, I thought about how similar the prince and I were. My parents, having rejected their native Catholicism and Judaism, had raised Ciel and me to go to Hindu temples, too. Born in my parents’ full-fledged hippie phase, I was even named after an Indian saint: Baba Jaimal Singh. And it couldn’t have been just coincidence (I thought) that my Lithuanian grandparents’ name was shortened to Yogis. I figured I was destined, like Siddhartha, for spiritual greatness.


By running away, all the elements were coming together. I was abandoning the pleasures of the palace. Okay, so I wasn’t running away because I was overwhelmed with compassion for all living beings, and our four-bedroom home in Sacramento was hardly a palace. But we did have a pool and a hot tub. And I figured that in modern America, most people lived with almost as many luxuries as the prince had 2,500 years ago. And I was giving up quite a bit: television, QUAD 102.5 radio jams, my friends. And just as Siddhartha was fed up with the cycle of birth and death, I was fed up with the endless cycle of suburban trivialities — especially my midnight curfew.


3. BEFORE I COULD CONTINUE living out my version of the Buddha’s story, I had to decide which of the seven islands I would settle on. Oahu sounded too Disneyland. The Big Island: too volcanic. I hadn’t heard anything about Kauai. I looked for a spiritual sign. The in-flight magazine said that Maui was the “Island of Love.” This conjured images of me on the beach with a Hawaiian Tropic model.


I went to Maui.


4. MY PARENTS CALLED THE POLICE:


“Our son ran away,” my mom cried.


“Uh-huh,” said the officer. “And how do you know this?”


“He left a note.”


“Uh-huh. Well, ma’am, we can’t pronounce him missing until he’s gone a week.”


“A week! He could be dead in a week.”


“Uh-huh. Well, if it’s any consolation, we see this all the time. He says he ran away to some far-off land, but he’s probably down the street playing video games at his friend’s house.”
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