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Introduction


We never ask the meaning of life when we are in love.


—BHAGWAN SHREE RAJNEESH






WE ARE MEANT TO LIVE A LIFE of love. When we’re not in love, something’s the matter. Unfortunately, most of us become resigned to disappointment, loss and upset in relationships. No matter how successful we are in other aspects of our lives, most of us don’t feel naturally entitled to the same success in love. “Being realistic about relationships” is considered natural as we “grow up” and give up the fantasies, foolishness and dreams of childhood. But nothing could be further from natural. The fantasies, foolishness and confused expectations we develop as we grow older are precisely what put us into a state of paralysis. We don’t realize that when we are not in love, something’s wrong.

Being in love is the most mature and realistic thing you can do. It energizes your life, fills you with positivity, creates generosity and makes every moment beautiful. Being in love immediately dispels the sense of purposelessness and disconnection that many grapple with. The body heals, the heart is happy.

Being in love is our natural state. The real question we should be asking is, why aren’t we in love all the time? What is it that keeps this most precious inheritance away? How can we reclaim it for our own and return to the intrinsic wisdom and spontaneity we had as children, when each moment was fresh and exciting and filled with adventure?

Contrary to popular opinion, real love never hurts or wounds. Only our confused expectations can undermine our lives and lead us to negative consequences. There is a Buddhist saying: “Give up poisonous food wherever it is offered to you.” Once we know what is poison and what is nourishing in our relationships, once we learn the laws of love and how to practice them, we will be able to live a life of love and build relationships that cannot fail. Zen shows how we can turn our lives around at any time.

There are two different schools of Zen training: Rinzai Zen and Soto Zen. Rinzai Zen emphasizes koan study, breaking through the barriers that keep our life force tied in knots. Soto Zen emphasizes the application of Zen to everyday life. Although training in both schools goes on in a zendo (a place where Zen meditation and other forms of practice are taught), the fruits of practice appear in our lives and relationships. Both Rinzai and Soto practice are included in this book.

Zen practice offers us an entirely different way of looking at love and relationships. In Zen practice we learn how to make friends with every aspect of ourselves and others—nothing is rejected, nothing is left out. We return to basics and become able to distinguish between real needs and false ones. In Zen one learns to sit, to breathe, to focus, to let go, to walk with attention, to cook, to clean, to receive blows and to be prepared for intense and intimate encounters. As we do this cravings, addictions, fears and compulsions of all kinds slowly dissolve.

Zen and love are incredibly compatible. The wonderful, ancient practice of Zen is actually the practice of falling in love. When one focuses on and welcomes all that life brings, each day becomes a good day in which you are able to fall in love with all of life, to continually find wonder, kindness, friendship and playfulness.

The book is divided into three parts and each part offers new building blocks to help you prepare to love and have a deeper understanding of love itself.

Part I, “Starting Out,” emphasizes the initial steps we take in Zen practice. Not only does it explain the specifics of what a Zen student learns (including how to do Zen meditation), but it also shows how these steps apply to relationships and how they help prepare an individual to know himself more fully, release control and become available to love.

Part II, “Zen in Action,” describes the ways in which the focus and insight attained in meditation is then transferred to all our actions and to our everyday lives. We see how Zen principles—such as emptying yourself, being there for others, taking new steps and dealing with blows—are crucial building blocks in developing and maintaining loving relationships.

Part III, “Advanced Training,” takes us to the top of the mountain. As training progresses the individual develops the ability to deal with moments of intense confrontation, decision, conflict and the need for endurance through difficult times. As training advances and the student gains an entirely new awareness of herself and the world around her, she finally becomes able to “meet the beloved,” to experience the essence of love.

In each part readers will learn new means of dealing with the usual trouble spots in relationships, such as miscommunication, lies, betrayal, jealousy, insecurity, boredom, feelings of worthlessness, loss and disappointment. As readers look at these issues through the eyes of Zen practice, they receive life-changing perspectives, instructions and outcomes.

Although Zen practice is simple, it is not always easy. The reader is asked to suspend judgment and disbelief, to be willing to become a child once again—to explore, play, hug, cry and feel that the world is filled with endless possibilities, which it is, once you are willing to see it that way. Zen also requires the ability to say no to all of the people, beliefs, habits and desires that can take your faith and love away. Falling in love doesn’t mean being blind or entering into fantasy. It means waking up out of darkened dreams to finally see the beauty that surrounds us.

This book is not only for those who wish to experience loving relationships, but also for those who wish to be able to enjoy their lives to the fullest. It is an invitation onto this wonderful path. A little endurance is required, along with the willingness to face the shadows that will dispel as soon as we invite in the light.








Part One

Starting Out










Chapter 1

Taking off Your Shoes

(becoming available)


I’d like to offer something to help you.

But in the Zen school We don’t have a single thing.


—IKKYU






WE ALL WANT LOVE. We are all searching for love, searching for some lasting relationship. Yet it always seems as if relationships are difficult—difficult to find, to keep and to enjoy. But the fundamental truth is that there is no inherent problem with relationships at all. There is never a scarcity of relationships, there is never a scarcity of love. Love is our natural condition. Why aren’t we in it all the time? What keeps us from this love we are so hungry for?

The usual answer to this question is that there are no good men or women around. No matter who we meet, something is wrong. No matter what kind of relationship we develop, something starts to go awry. In the beginning we may feel we have finally found the perfect person. Then before we know it, often out of the blue, conflict develops, irritation grows. Joy, pleasure and excitement, the feeling of being loved and valued, fade imperceptibly. Most people have no idea why this happens.

When some individuals have bitter or disappointing experiences in love, they sometimes shut down and become determined not to risk anything again. They grow numb and hardened, looking past every person they meet.

Disappointment in love is routine, everyday business. A large percentage of therapists’ patients report disappointment in love. Some therapists go back to their patients’ childhoods, unravel their disappointments in love and see how they then project these feelings upon the people they now meet. Others examine the ways in which individuals talk to themselves about the people they meet, and about themselves. They teach different ways to think and speak about love and work with “self-esteem.” Some therapists teach new interpersonal skills, make their patients better at communication, show them how to choose their partners differently, to take responsibility for their shortcomings. The ultimate goal of these methods is to have their patients find someone they can be happy with and settle down with. There is nothing wrong with any of these methods.

Ultimately, though, from the psychological point of view, not falling in love, in and of itself, is not a symptom of great pathology. In fact, some patients can do very well, become quite healthy, and yet never get over their disappointments in love. They may never be able to develop satisfying, primary love relationships, but there are many ways to have other meaningful relationships, a productive work life, other interests and experience a satisfying life.

Is a person’s very life at stake if she isn’t able to truly love? Some would not put it so drastically, but the Zen answer is yes. According to Zen, without the ability to know real love, the precious taste of this life is thwarted.

Take Off Your Shoes: A Zendo Lesson


Zen is not excitement, but concentration on our usual everyday routine.

—SHUNRYU SUZUKI, ZEN MIND, BEGINNER’S MIND



During the course of Zen training, students receive various instructions. Each instruction contains the essence of Zen, and must be followed completely and carefully. At the heart of this practice is the willingness to do everything 100 percent, to consider nothing to be too big or too small. As we do this, we soon realize that even our tiniest actions are reflective of who we are and affect our entire life.

When a student first comes to the zendo (the Zen training center), she usually has no idea what to expect. The first thing that might strike her when she opens the door could be the pungent smell of incense, the deep silence, the immaculately clean, shining wooden floors or how open and empty the place is, with everything exactly where it belongs. After she walks in, the first instruction she will receive is a simple one, “Take off your shoes.” She has no choice but to do what is asked of her. Otherwise, she cannot come in.

In Zen practice we become exposed. When we take off our shoes, we begin the process of letting go of our usual defenses and external signs of value. In the zendo we find our true value, and for that we must first open up and let go of that which we cling to. As we do so, we find that what we have been clinging to is what causes the conflict and pain. As practice continues, it becomes easier to take off our shoes and walk, exposed and barefoot along a wooden floor. We learn to do what is asked of us without hesitation and may even notice that our inability to have done so in the past contributed to our former experiences of disappointment and rejection in love.

The first step in Zen practice is not to disregard anything, including one’s shoes. Usually we pay little attention to the world we live in, just as we pay little attention to our shoes. We take everything for granted. Zen practice changes this. As we practice, we realize that everything is significant—every little moment, everything we do. The beginning of practice is to take off our shoes mindfully, to appreciate them for what they are, what they have been giving us. Then we learn how to place them in such a manner that they will not interfere with the atmosphere of the room. Messy shoes create a chaotic environment, and a chaotic environment creates confused, angry people. As a Zen master says:


Once a newcomer is barefooted, they will enter the zendo. Many walk in nonchalantly, sauntering or gazing around. A Zen student will stop them.

“Pay attention to the bottom of your feet.”

The newcomer may be startled.

“Your feet are precious,” the Zen student will repeat. “Pay attention to them when you walk.”



Sauntering or being concerned with the impression you are creating isn’t necessary in Zen practice. Instead, in the zendo, one must simply pay attention to one’s feet. Our feet are amazing. They contain endless nerve endings that can give us incredible information about the place we are in, about ourselves, our lives and our direction. Our feet can also assist greatly in coming to balance. Without balance and accurate information, how are loving relationships possible? Yet how many of us take the time to pay attention to our own balance and wisdom, to the bottom of our own feet?

In one sense, each instruction in Zen training is a metaphor for our entire lives, an instruction to diligently follow and practice day by day. By simply paying attention to each step that we take, by becoming that attentive and present, we can turn around our relationships.

Planting New Seeds

In Zen we speak a great deal about cause and effect. Our lives, our karma, are seen as the ripening of a chain of seeds we have planted. When poisonous seeds are planted, a sickly tree grows. Sometimes this seed has been planted years ago, before we can remember, but nevertheless, when conditions are ready, the fruit of the seed is sure to appear. When we look for love and cannot experience it, the effect of our hungry, messy karma may be ripening. By taking our attention back to ourselves, to the way we treat the world and, indeed, to all our actions, big and small, we begin to take charge of the seeds we are planting now. We will not have to roam around in the world looking for love we cannot ever have.

Hungry Ghosts

An individual who cannot love may be doomed to live her days as a “hungry ghost.” Hungry ghosts are individuals who are starving. Even though they are led to tables spread with endless food and precious delights, no matter how much they eat they cannot be satisfied. They aren’t able to taste the food, so no matter how much they put in their mouths, they continue to search for more.

Hungry ghosts might sample one relationship after the next, not knowing how to digest it. They never know who the person is in front of them, or who they are themselves. All they know is that they want more and more. They fantasize that someone else, the perfect person, is about to walk in the door. Certain hungry ghosts appear available for love, but they are really only intent on seducing and teasing the people they find. As soon as love is demanded from them, they reject the person. Their pleasure is in withdrawing the love they seem to be offering. This provides these individuals a sense of control, so that nobody will ever control them through this strange experience of love.

Hungry ghosts are the people who enter huge rooms filled with single people and immediately say, “There’s no one here tonight.” They cannot experience or be satisfied with that which life presents. In terms of relationships, they go around and around on the merry-go-round, grabbing for the gold ring, always just beyond their grasp, or if they do catch it, they soon discover to their horror that it is not true gold, but brass.

All of this is exhausting and disheartening and makes the hungry ghosts very sad. Even when they are with someone they love, they are often haunted by the notion that their true soul mate is somewhere else, eluding them. Their painful affliction, which has become quite common, can be remedied through the practice of Zen. In Zen practice they are taught to be fully present to each moment, not run this way and that.

Seeking a Dream

Rachel, thirty-three, an attractive, single woman, dated relentlessly, seeking a satisfying love. No matter how well things started out in the beginning, eventually her relationships fell apart. Although she did her best to be charming and pleasing, most of the time the men became unresponsive, then boring or irritating to her. Rachel found something wrong with all of them and soon decided that nothing they did could please or satisfy her. Not one of them resembled the image of the partner she had in her mind, the one she was looking for. Before long she resented the time and energy she’d been spending with these individuals and looked for a way to get out.

After the initial excitement and high hopes of the beginning of the relationship, these continual letdowns not only drained Rachel, but began to increasingly depress her. Many days she found herself despairing of ever finding love. She felt she left these relationships with less than when she started. They made her feel even more empty and alone. Soon she began to wonder if there wasn’t something wrong with her.

Rachel was not able to really know or be with the person she was dating. She had so many dreams and expectations of how the man had to be. The men, who sensed this, withdrew. Rather than seeing her part in this process, rather than realizing she was seeking a dream, Rachel judged and blamed them all. It was no wonder her relationships could never be fulfilling. She had yet to absorb the wonderful Zen teaching:

Praise and blame, away with them once and for all.

When Rachel embarks upon Zen practice, she will focus upon what is before her, and will not be allowed to dwell upon passing fantasies. She will also learn to do what is needed, not necessarily to lead a life where her own personal wishes are paramount. Rachel will come to see that, indeed, this is what has been preventing her from enjoying relationships, from realizing exactly who she is with and how to honor and receive them. Slowly, she will give up her demands and judgments, and in the process free herself.

When Rachel learns to take off her shoes carefully and to place her attention on each step she takes, she will leave her defenses and constrictions behind and come to discover that everything we do affects not only ourselves, but others as well. She may even ask herself what she has really been offering to the men she has been dating. Although she doesn’t yet realize it, she had been discarding one man after the next, tossing them mindlessly away. There are many reasons love may not be flourishing in our lives, and a messy, demanding mind is reason one.

Getting What We Want

Whatever we are in life, we bring to the zendo. When we first enter we may expect to come in and immediately find a way to get our needs met, or become quickly enlightened, meaning that everything will magically work out fine, just the way we want it to. Nothing can be further from the truth.

We have been programmed to believe that if we get what we want, we are a success. We want excitement, change, pleasure, stimulation, good friends, praise and happy conversation. We want to go home feeling that we have done beautifully, that others respect and appreciate that. This is also what we want from relationships. As we undergo Zen training, we learn how to turn self-centered, negative desires around. In fact, after we take off our shoes, one of the first things we have to learn is how to deal with not getting what we want at all.

The Root of Our Pain

Zen teaches us not to deal with the branches of confusion that cause a person to reject love, but instead go to the root of the illness and pull out the sick tree itself. Once the root is gone, pain and confusion cannot sprout any longer. Now there is room for a new tree to grow, one that bears rich, delicious fruit. Coming from a healthy root, individuals who start a “good relationship” will find it does not disappear after a period of time. They do not need to run to a therapist and ask why love has vanished, or what is wrong with the other person or with themselves. They realize, finally, that nothing is wrong with either themselves or with anyone. Suddenly, no more problems exist.

Until we realize this, we are bound to search for what we think we need somewhere outside ourselves. Our entire search for happiness, comfort, value and meaning is directed to the external world because we believe that this is where happiness lies. We want to grab a chunk of it for ourselves, and then we want to hold on tight.

But when the external world is constantly changing, how can we hold on to it tightly? Once we have it up close, we realize it is never what we have imagined, neither as beautiful nor as ugly. The external world comes, goes and changes; that is its very nature. To search for contentment and stability in a world of changes can only lead to disappointment and sorrow.

Sometimes the search for someone “out there” to love yields someone exciting, but inevitably, both the person and the feelings we have for them change—they have to. We interpret this as failure. But there is no such thing as failure in real love.

As soon as Rachel begins to practice, she will be starting the process of taking back her scattered energies, discovering how to extricate herself from traps and truly fall in love. As Rachel begins to take her shoes off mindfully, control her messy mind, listen to what is being asked of her and respect the needs and wishes of others, she will begin taking responsibility for the effects of her own actions upon others. Soon she will begin to realize the ways in which she has been inviting or repelling love. As she does this Rachel will be planting new seeds from which new blossoms will inevitably sprout. It takes many years to realize what both love and Zen practice are, and how to become a beginning student. This process requires patience. But without patience we have nothing. Developing patience is at the very heart of our ability to love.

When we judge a person quickly and discard him because he does not meet a preconceived notion we have, we are short-circuiting our own ability to find love. When we have the patience to allow time for who he truly is to be revealed, there will be many surprises and we will be expanding the circle of people who may enter our lives.

In a similar vein, when we are in a relationship that started out beautifully and it begins to go through a difficult time, we must realize that this is the natural course of many relationships and does not necessarily mean it’s time to leave. Develop the patience to wait until the choppy waters have stilled and you can both see clearly what’s really going on.

Developing Patience

Love without patience is like soup without liquid—impossible to drink. It can even be said that patience is love itself. In the frantic, demanding world Rachel lives in, patience has been relegated to a shadow of the past. She never allowed the time for love to develop. As soon as she was upset, she fled from the relationship; she could not tolerate her own emptiness or the perceived emptiness of others.

But patience is greatly needed for the flower of love to bloom. It takes time for a person to feel at home in a relationship and to reveal who she is. It takes patience to wait for another, to develop true caring and trust.

Hungry ghosts, however, have a difficult time with patience. Starving for food and love, they will often grab at anything just to satisfy themselves. Some don’t even know the difference between food and garbage—they’ll take it in anyway, just as long as they can immediately feel full. It’s that hollow feeling they can’t tolerate that drives their lives. Through Zen Rachel will learn how to wait and distinguish between empty and real food. No one will tell her how to do this. She will not receive ready-made solutions but will have to grapple with the experiences of her life directly, taste them, digest them and discover what they mean for her.

Zen practice is based upon contradiction and paradox. As students endure deprivation and other hardships, warmth, clarity and flexibility arise. They grow to understand that without the willingness to endure and practice, nothing real can happen. Life and love happen in a second, and yet it takes preparation to be ready to receive them.

Stepping-Stones to Love Developing Mindfulness

These processes can be done daily, hourly, monthly or yearly. It’s up to you. Don’t turn them into another pressure. Make them something life-giving that you can enjoy.

1. Take Off Your Shoes

Take off your shoes carefully, mindfully, with real attention. Place them neatly where they belong. Be aware of yourself as you do this, and be aware of them. Day by day, build a relationship with your shoes. Value and care for them. See how they feel the next morning when you put them on again. This practice of mindful attention will help begin the process of opening up.

2. Spend Time Noticing

Spend time noticing what needs to be taken care of. Is it a thirsty plant in your apartment? Are your bills paid? Are there letters left unanswered, people waiting to be called back? At this point just notice these things, and notice your willingness—or lack of willingness—to do what is needed.

3. Look Over Past Relationships

Give time and attention to looking over past relationships. Just look. Don’t blame yourself for what happened, and don’t blame anyone else. Just become quiet and look over the people, places and events. Write down what you notice. Let it all be as it was. In the days that follow see if what happened in past relationships is cropping up in the present. Don’t make anything of it. Just notice the patterns as you would notice a rainbow in the sky.

This process of watching, noticing, paying attention is very powerful. It is at the heart of Zen. We pass so much of our days under the thick fog of absentmindedness, fantasy and resentment, that it may come as a shock to see the effect of our caring attention, which makes room for the sun of clarity to shine in.

4. The One Beside You Now

Look at a person who is close to you right now—anyone it happens to be. Notice the ways in which you push him away. Stop doing that for a moment. Become aware of what he is offering and what he is not. Allow the two of you to be together in whatever way you are. Just be with it all for a little while and let it be fine the way it is.

Do the same thing tomorrow with someone else. We discount so many people who are in our worlds, while waiting for “the right one” to appear.


Sometimes we have the power to say yes to life.

Then peace enters us and makes us whole.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON










Chapter 2

Sitting on the Cushion

(meeting yourself)


Do not look at the faults of others.

Look at your own deeds, done and undone.


—BUDDHA






MOST OF US YEARN FOR OUR “perfect mate” and start our quest for him feeling sure he’s out there, waiting for us somewhere. In the beginning, there isn’t anything we won’t do to find him. We search fervently, making lists of qualities we want him to have and creating pictures of the way life will be when he’s at our side. We are firmly convinced that when we find the right person, happiness will be a short step away.

And yet, very often, soon after someone who seems to fit the bill arrives and a relationship is started, much to our amazement and horror, he turns into someone else—someone quite familiar, often a repeat of past relationships. When this happens more than once, we become emotionally shaky and begin to doubt our judgment.

Although we don’t realize it, this doubting is good. It’s the beginning of a new way of perceiving. Our usual judgment should be doubted. Whether or not we like it, we are born and live in the grip of dreams and illusions.

Many of us refuse to see the people standing before us (including ourselves) for who they really are. Instead, we seek the thrill, glamour and false comfort produced by fantasies, hoping that this new person will be the one we have been searching for, finally providing the unconditional love we are so desperate to receive. Although this has not happened in the past (or, if it did, was only short-lived), we live with the dream that this time will be different.

The Myth of Sisyphus

In the Greek myth, Sisyphus was doomed to roll a very heavy rock up a mountain. Right before he reached the top, the rock rolled back down again. Sisyphus then had to engage in the same effort, rolling the rock back up. His entire life was like this, mechanical, repetitive, empty of meaning or the gratification received from fulfilling a task. This is how many individuals begin to feel about relationships and the possibility of finding love. No matter how hard they try to roll the rock up the mountain (to find the right person), it rolls back down again.

From the Zen point of view, we must simply stop rolling the rock back up the mountain. We must break our attachment to mechanical patterns and the false notion that the love we so desperately crave comes from somewhere else. When we are dependent upon the external world to fulfill us, sooner or later the rock we have rolled up the mountain begins to fall down again. Conditions change, people leave, our sense of ourself falters with the changes wrought by time. As we undertake Zen practice, our ability to love and be loved develops from another basis.

Sitting Down: A Zendo Lesson

In order to break out of our usual behavior we are instructed to “Sit down and stop moving.” This is the basis of Zen meditation. We sit on the cushion with our spine straight, eyes down, hands in a special position and pay attention only to our breathing. When the sitting begins, when the bell rings out, we do not move no matter what we are feeling, until the sitting is over and the bell rings again. In this way we are forced to stop reacting blindly and learn to watch all that arises, both within and without.

When a newcomer arrives at the zendo, after taking off her shoes and leaving the rest of her baggage behind, she walks into the meditation hall and sits down. She walks slowly and carefully, holding on to nothing for comfort or support.

Before we can even approach the cushion, the great activity of “sitting down,” we must disengage from the usual clutter and supports we cling to all day long. We turn away from the idea that the more we have the better; or the more we know, or the smarter, busier or more frantic we are, the more we are getting done. In the zendo we put our bundle down.

This entire process of disembarking, which may seem daunting, is easier than it seems. Rather than engaging in endless rumination about it, devising theories and speculating, we simply put our packages down. We hang up our coat and put whatever we have carried neatly in the space provided. Nothing further is required. As a great Zen master said, “Zen is simply picking up your coat from the floor and putting it where it belongs.”

Zen is utterly simple and in that lies its power. Everybody and anybody has the ability to do it; nothing special is required, only a willingness to be who you are.

As the newcomer walks into the zendo a senior student will most likely yell, “Eyes on the floor!”

Although it may be difficult for a newcomer to resist her longing to check everyone out, she must keep her eyes down. Still, she may keep wondering what the others are doing here. Why had they all come anyway? Are they hopeless like her? Are they all just basically nuts? Is there someone she’d like? This scattered, distracted approach is exactly how most people behave when looking for a relationship.

The Wild Monkey Mind

The practice of zazen (Zen meditation) stops this frantic activity, quiets our wild monkey mind. Our wild monkey mind loves to accompany us wherever we go. It is an inner chorus of continual comment that spoils everything we meet and prevents us from truly being with whatever appears. An endless accompaniment to our lives, we take it to every person and relationship we encounter. Then we wonder why we have trouble falling in love.

When we enter a space such as the zendo that is plain, silent and open, this wild monkey mind may seem louder and fiercer. That is not the case, however. It’s just that now, with the distractions gone, we can hear and realize what has been going on all along. The doors of awareness are opening a little. We may be amazed at what we find.

When Henry first came to the zendo he said, “I was so astonished by my violent, competitive comments on everything that was happening, that I almost fell off my seat. I was scared, dumbfounded. Who is this person living inside me? I wondered. Where did he come from? How long has he been living my life?”
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