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BUDDHA'S
BODYGUARD

“Jeff Eisenberg is one of the most refreshing voices in Buddhist teaching. His emphasis on the practical resonated with me since I first encountered his first book, Fighting Buddha, and in this latest volume he continues to teach us how to translate practice into workable action. Jeff empowers us to be our own bodyguards in a physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual sense, and for this offering I am grateful. Be prepared for some major internal shifts upon picking up this clever read!”

— JAMIE MARICH, Ph.D., trauma specialist, Gracie Jiu-Jitsu practitioner, and author of Dancing Mindfulness and EMDR Therapy and Mindfulness for Trauma-Focused Care

“Drawing from his experiential knowledge of being a Buddhist practitioner, professional bodyguard, and martial artist, Jeff Eisenberg delivers wisdom on personal protection of body, mind, and spirit.”

— SHAWN ZAPPO, surf instructor, meditation teacher, and writer

“Another gem, or should I say ‘Dharma Jewel’ from Mr. Eisenberg! The Buddha’s teachings from the world of protection and safety walk side by side in this wonderfully written manual. Practical and always entertaining. Even if you have never set foot inside a Buddhist temple, or have been a bodyguard, you will learn a helluvalot from this book! I highly recommend it.”

— DAVID “SHINZEN” NELSON, Ph.D., author of Black Belt Healing: A Martial Artist’s Guide to Pain Management and Injury Recovery
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FOREWORD

Jeff Eisenberg occupies a small niche in the Buddhist world. Actually, he created that niche, which is bad ass, and I’m very much hoping to see it expand. With 46 years of martial arts training and 33 years of Buddhist practice under his various black belts, Jeff’s approach is startlingly unique. He recognizes the unfortunate necessity of violence in certain situations and is well versed in protecting himself and others. Buddhism is often seen as a completely pacifistic religion, concerned only with cultivating peace and compassion. And yet, it’s Jeff’s deep understanding of Buddhism and long-time meditation practice that inform his martial arts skills and allow him to respond to violence with violence in the least harmful way possible.

After years of training civilians, cops, and the military in self-defense, as well as providing private and personal security, Jeff has decided to transfer those talents to the realm of psycho-spiritual struggles. His specific skillset, so often used to provide protection for high-level executives and celebrities, is now being offered to those of us who fight our battles on the meditation cushion. Our inner peace, our sense of enlightenment and freedom, our internal Buddha: this is what Jeff is teaching us to safeguard.

He doesn’t pull his punches, either. This isn’t exactly a book for the casual practitioner, the New Age Dabbler, or the touchy-feely part-timers looking for less stress and better sex. This is for meditators ready to do the work, to clench their jaws, face their adversaries, and come out on top.

There are plenty of Buddhist authors out there willing to tell you this practice is tough but none of them can draw the parallels Jeff does. By comparing spiritual techniques to tactics used in the protection industry, he makes what is normally a mental endeavor visceral and sweaty. You’re not going to feel clean and safe reading this; you’re going to feel like you’ve been training to choke the shit out of all the personal demons you’ve created that stand between you and happiness.

Jeff mentions the martial arts saying, “Many will step on the mat but few will stay.” I’ve done martial arts and I know this is true because I’m one of the many who quit. I thought I wanted to learn how to defend myself. I was attracted to the honor and discipline and tradition of martial arts. Turns out, they’re not about that at all, at least if you want to actually be prepared for violence. They’re about fighting and fighting is hard and scary and I was not cut out for it at all. The first time I got punched in the face, I had to take a few minutes to myself and put some serious thought into what I was doing. Once I got over it, somebody pounced on my back like a gorilla, wrapped their arms around my neck, and, near as I could tell, attempted to crush all the breathing life from my body. I tapped out immediately, which is the only aspect of fighting I naturally excelled at. Two days later, when I got my voice back, I said, “That’s enough for me, thanks.” I joined the long and ignominious parade of people who walked out the door but never walked back in.

The same is true in spiritual practice. Millions of people are interested in being happier, kinder, and more fully awake in this world. They see the Dalai Lama fumbling blissfully about, speaking in adorably broken English, and urging them to just be nice to each other and they think, “I want what that guy has.” They join a local meditation group and, after a couple weeks or months, they quit because they aren’t happier or kinder yet. What’s more, meditation ended up being hard, even though it looks peaceful as hell.

I lead a weekly meditation group and I coach private mindfulness students. I’ve seen plenty of people show up excited to get going, only to fade away after a few short sessions. They wouldn’t blink an eye if a fitness trainer told them it takes time and effort to get into better physical shape. Nor would they imagine they’d be sexy and ripped after two weeks at the gym. Yet they sort of unconsciously expect that from meditation practice. When it becomes apparent that it takes dedication and pain to change a lifetime of habits, traits, and slipshod morality, they respond like me after I got punched and strangled.

Even though Jeff is clear that protecting and nurturing your inner Buddha is strenuous, exhausting, and often boring, he doesn’t make it seem impossible. He has a knack for making the reader feel like this is something they can do, despite the degree of difficulty. Additionally, he writes in easy-to-understand terms, many taken from the tactical world of security and protection. Don’t let his casual tone and the absence of difficult Sanskrit words fool you; this is straight up dharma. It’s obvious that Jeff has a deep understanding of traditional Buddhist theory, thought, and practice but, rather than presenting it in the same tired, academic way we’ve seen a thousand times, he comes across as a guy talking to you at the dojo after he’s just beaten you up a little. He wants you to improve and it’s readily apparent he knows his stuff forward and backward but he’s not just throwing info at you, overwhelming you with needless jargon. Instead, he’s illustrating his points with personal stories and showing you exactly how to get better, while never letting you think it’s going to be an easy road. He’s done the work and he can help you do it, too.

Jeff is an important voice in American Buddhism, which is all too often weak and ineffective. It takes toughness to walk this path, and a willingness to meet inner violence with love and acceptance, which is much harder than responding with brutality. But it also takes knowledge and experience, and the wisdom to know exactly when to apply force, and how much. Jeff is tough. He’s also kind and loving. He’s got the knowledge, the experience, and the wisdom. I’m thrilled he’s taught me to kick some spiritual ass and I hope you get out there on the mat, too.

Brent R. Oliver

award-eligible writer, mindfulness coach,

Buddhist troublemaker, contemplative cross trainer

brentroliver.com and
thetattooedbuddha.com
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INTRODUCTION

I have taught thousands of students personal protection theory and techniques over the years, and I have always started the instruction with the same message:

It is vital to realize that a physical altercation is the last thing that happens in a chain of events. And while we must never blame the victim, our safety is our responsibility.

Many situations can be avoided or their severity greatly lessened, if we pay attention during the chain of events that leads up to the situation and respond appropriately.

Throughout my career as an investigator, bodyguard, tactics trainer, and martial arts instructor, I have heard numerous stories told by victims that range from the typical drunk jerk being a pain in the ass to horrific tales of violence, sexual assault, and hostage situations. More often than not, when the story was examined closely, it revealed that there were times in the chain of events when the victim’s actions, or lack thereof, played a part in aiding the assailant.

Again, I am in no way blaming the victim! What I am saying is that we all have the chance to train ourselves to be more proactive in our own safety and avoid becoming a victim. And if we are victimized, our training will result in appropriate actions that will aid in our ability to survive with much less injury and trauma.

But this is not a book about personal protection, per se; it is a book that will take personal protection theory and specific tactics utilized by bodyguards and apply it to Buddhist practice, as it lays out strategies you can implement to protect your inner Buddha from attack.

Yeah, I’m a Buddhist. I was hoping that people would get that from the cool title I came up with, but if you didn’t, now you know.

So, if you are a martial artist who bought this book to learn some badass martial arts techniques and have no interest in Buddhism, I’m sorry to disappoint you. But hang in there, as I think that you will find Buddhist teachings useful, regarding the mindset and strategies that go into a personal protection situation. Who knows? A little Buddhism might not hurt ya, either.

(By the way, if you’re interested in more of a martial arts slant, I have another book with another cool title, Fighting Buddha (Findhorn Press, 2016) that you should check out. And if you want to train, you can contact me through 
www.fightingbuddhadojo.com. (I know, some serious self-promotion, but the books ain’t paying all the bills!)

Conversely, if you are already a Buddhist but have no interest in the martial arts, I think you’ll find it very useful to learn how the strategy a bodyguard uses to protect a client can be applied to your Buddhist practice. In fact, I am hoping that you have already recognized some Buddhist buzz phrases (“chain of events” and “pay attention”) that are reminiscent of “the twelve links of dependent origination” and “mindfulness,” and that I’ve piqued your interest enough to continue reading—and you’re not on your way back to the bookstore to demand a full refund.

So, if you are still with me, let’s take a look at just what a bodyguard is … and is not.



1

BIGGER IS NOT BETTER

In the movie The Bodyguard, an ongoing joke throughout the movie is that whenever someone meets Kevin Costner (who plays the bodyguard in the movie, in case you haven’t seen it), they give him the once-over and say, with a mix of surprise and disappointment, “I thought you’d be bigger.”

When most people think of a bodyguard, they picture a huge, hulking, juiced-up, musclehead, towering over the client they are protecting, ready to tear someone limb from limb. But nothing could be farther from the truth. Most of the time, this type of bodyguard is there merely for appearances’ sake. He’s usually a childhood friend of the celebrity who was nice enough to give him a job. More often than not, rather than being a legitimate bodyguard, he ends up being more of a personal assistant, or worse, an errand boy who is being exploited by his “friend” to do menial tasks.

Ironically, not only does this type of bodyguard have zero protection skills, and cannot tear anyone limb from limb, but aside from being willing to run errands, their sole qualification is simply being big! I know it sounds ridiculous, but that’s pretty much how it is. The VIP trusts their protection to an untrained Neanderthal who has no clue how to properly respond to a threat situation.

This is not just conjecture; I witnessed this firsthand when I was part of a team hired to train a major NBA star’s new bodyguard. This trainee was exactly as I described earlier: merely a childhood friend with a large body and no experience whatsoever. He not only was completely unqualified for the job but, worse, could not have cared less about getting trained to do the job. He resisted us every step of the way by doing as little as he possibly could during the training. Not that he could have achieved much in the short time we were hired to work with him, but kudos to the NBA star for at least offering him some training.

It seems ridiculous, but doesn’t that description also eerily fit how we face our lives much of the time? Don’t we often entrust the safety of our inner Buddha to that untrained, hulking beast that has followed us around since childhood? More often than not, our unwholesome, unskilled, conditioned self habitually responds inappropriately by tearing our lives limb from limb. I know my beast is always around, and I’d guess that your beast is, too!

But we can do something to calm that beast and keep our inner Buddha safe from such incompetency and unprofessionalism! There is another type of bodyguard—someone who has spent years in intensive training, perfecting all aspects of threat prevention and crisis response; someone who, rather than rushing haphazardly into a threat scenario like our friend, the Neanderthal, is a professional with both a proactive and reactive plan of expertly honed tactics; someone who can calmly and efficiently act and respond with appropriate countermeasures.

Like this type of bodyguard, we can utilize our Buddhist training to develop well-honed, skillful, and appropriate actions in response to the threats we face in our daily lives. We can train to avoid being abducted by greed, hate, and delusion. We can learn how to break free from being held hostage by our habitual pursuing and avoiding of things. We can practice how to take appropriate cover from the shrapnel of our explosive reactions. And we can train to safely evacuate from behind the enemy lines of attachment, pity, envy, and indifference. So does this mean that much of Buddhist practice is a knock-down, drag-out fight? The truth of the matter is that much of the time it is. I guess that’s not what a newbie to Buddhism wants to hear, and I know the New Age crystal gazers just got their chakras in a bunch reading this tidbit of information, but it’s true! Much of the time, Buddhist practice is a tedious, painful, frustrating process. Hell, if it wasn’t, everyone would be an enlightened, blissful Buddha!

Of course the work is hard; that’s why they call it work! But the harder the work, the greater the reward! So the fight is totally worth it, in order to liberate oneself from the oppressive grip of Mara’s tyranny—Mara is a devil-like character found in Buddhist literature who acts as a metaphor for the hindrances we face in practice; much more on this later. It is the ultimate victory, and while available to all, only attained by the brave few who choose to go to battle for it.

An old Zen story puts it like this, “Many know of this, but few can speak of it.” This story points to the fact that in spite of so many understanding the great reward that results from putting in the hard work required in Buddhist practice, few ever will or have the experience of those results.

An old martial arts adage says, “Many will step on the mat, but few will stay.” That is, after the novelty of starting training wears off, most people quit, as that is when the hard work really starts. Beginners get their first important insight: that gaining proficiency takes long-term commitment to pursuing an arduous path, one that will push their resolve to the limit and demand nothing less than blood, sweat, and tears.

Another old martial arts adage, however, seems to contradict this: “Step on the mat once, train forever.” This may seem like a contradictory statement, but what it means is that once you start training you will never stop, and even if you only train a single time, you will have to live with the fact that you quit for the rest of your life, as the lesson that comes from quitting is actually much harder than sticking with it. To be constantly reminded of one’s failure, coupled with the knowledge of not facing that failure and remedying it, results in much greater pain and anguish than anything one ever experiences in persevering on the mat.

It is no different in Buddhist practice. In fact, as I will explain in this book, the First Noble Tactical Truth in the strategy for liberation I lay out is to acknowledge that we do have a fight on our hands. Our mission, should we choose to accept it, is to combat the threat of Mara; to intercept and terminate the attacks of greed, hate, and delusion; and extract ourselves from being taken hostage by our harmful conditioning and reactivity.

Like the old martial arts adages I mentioned earlier, the Buddhist practitioner’s greatest lesson comes in realizing that surrender is not an option, and to persevere in fighting the good fight is the greatest victory of all. Like the martial artist who quits, the Buddhist practitioner who surrenders and abandons practice has an even more difficult path to walk, because rather than their practice benefitting them by helping to heal their past issues, they must now live with the ways in which quitting compounds those issues, which in turn increases their existing suffering.

I’m often asked, “How long does it take for the average person to achieve a black belt?” My response is always, “The average person will never achieve a black belt!” And the average person will never achieve the awakening and liberation that Buddhism has to offer either, as it takes nothing less than practicing with every fiber of one’s being and the willingness to sacrifice everything!

Several old Buddhist legends point to the depth of dedication needed:

When the Indian monk Bodhidharma arrived in China, he retreated to a cave and sat staring at the cave’s wall in meditation. In the seventh year of his sitting he fell asleep, and when he awoke he was so angry with himself for doing so that he cut his eyelids off so it would never happen again. He then sat with a fierce determination for another two years, until after a total of nine years he finally began teaching.

Years later, a student who wanted to study with Bodhidharma was held to the same level of dedication: Huike sat in vigil outside the Shaolin monastery, waiting for Bodhidharma to accept him as a student. He sat for weeks, through the horrendous conditions of a frigid winter, and still he was refused. It was only after he cut off his own arm that he was able to prove his worth as a student and was accepted into the monastery by Bodhidharma.

Of course, these are just metaphors. But the point they make is that we need to have an unshakable resolve and be willing to go to unimaginable lengths in our practice, if we wish to protect ourselves from suffering.

So if you accept this mission, please turn the page to begin being briefed on Operation Bodyguarding the Buddha. (Don’t worry this book won’t self-destruct if you choose not to!)
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THE NOTORIOUS VIP

When we think of a VIP who needs protecting, most people, even Buddhist practitioners, picture a head of state, a prominent politician, a movie or TV star, or an extremely wealthy person, rather than the most notorious VIP of all: the Buddha!

Buddhist teachings speak of us being enlightened already, and that the reason we practice is to discover this, to reveal this innate quality already within us. So whether you wish to call it your inner Buddha, your true nature, or even enlightenment itself, what we are protecting is no less important than the Buddha himself!

I am acutely aware that many practitioners, even knowing that it’s all a play on words, will find my idea of the Buddha or their Buddha nature needing protection, and my use of the concept of “being his bodyguard” as a metaphor for practice, contradictory to their idea of the Buddha and the actualizing of their own Buddhist practice. This is because most practitioners think of the Buddha as their protector. They imagine him as a superhero, standing stoically between themselves and the forces of an evil supervillain, rather than him being a vulnerable VIP who needs the protection of a security detail under their own direction. And while I must admit this was exactly my idealistic vision of the Buddha and his teachings early on in my practice, what I discovered was that the Buddha’s teachings were actually directives exactly opposite of this understanding.

But before I discuss this, let me give those of you who don’t know it a quick briefing on how the man known as Siddhartha Gautama rose to prominence as the notorious VIP known today simply as the Buddha. For those readers who do know the story (and are about to read it for the umpteenth time), bear with me, as hopefully by presenting it free from its metaphysical trappings, and against the backdrop of a different context, I will be able to deepen its meaning for you.

Born into the Shakya clan in India in the fifth century BCE, Sid was the son of the clan’s chief and lived a life of luxury. Raised to be a king, his father kept him cloistered, shielding him from the sufferings of the world and of religious teachings. Although he was provided with everything he could ever want or need, Siddhartha felt unfulfilled.

At age 29, this lack of fulfillment prompted Siddhartha to venture out of his cloistered setting. Upon doing so, he saw a sick person, an old person, and a decaying corpse—all experiences he had never had before, as he had been purposely shielded from them.

Being hit with this reality so shocked Siddhartha, he fell into a deep depression and, renouncing his regal destiny, set out as a wandering ascetic, determined to discover how to overcome the horrors of old age, sickness, and death. He spent years studying different disciplines with different masters, and while he achieved great levels of insight and ability in each, none were able to satisfy his quest.

In response to what he deemed the failure of what he called “indulgent” practices, he and other ascetics took to practicing self-mortification, severe deprivation of the body. After having almost starved himself to death, he collapsed and was found by a young girl who offered him some food. Having found that neither the path of extreme indulgence nor the path of extreme mortification was correct, Siddhartha realized that the middle way between extremes was the answer, and he accepted just enough food to satisfy the nourishment he needed.

Siddhartha’s fundamental insight from this experience, which became the foundation of his middle-way discovery, was that in disciplining his mind he had freed himself from the desire, hatred, and ignorance that had fueled his suffering. As I mentioned earlier, the traditional teaching story depicting this experience of the constant threat of the demon Mara serves as a metaphor for Siddhartha combating his conditioned mind.

So Siddhartha’s enlightenment experience—his transformation into the Buddha, or the Awakened One, and rise to stardom as the notorious VIP—came from seeing clearly that rather than any practice making him invulnerable, practice brought his vulnerabilities to light. He not only realized that his vulnerabilities needed protection but that their need for protection never diminished. He saw that it was his responsibility to protect himself. Which is why I conclude that the teachings are exactly opposite of an understanding of the superhero Buddha protecting us.

In the traditional version of the Buddha’s life story, this is demonstrated by the fact that even after becoming enlightened and right up until his death, the Buddha was constantly defending himself from the threat of Mara. In modern practice, we see this point illustrated over and over again, as our harmful conditioning and habitual reactivity is so deeply embedded within our minds that it is continually challenging us. And while we are able to weaken it, what truly changes, is our relationship with it and our reaction in response to it.

What made the Buddha’s insight so radical was that it was completely contrary to the common beliefs of the day, which involved dogmatic worship of deities and required practitioners to place all their hopes in gaining enough merit from practice that a spiritual superhero would come to their rescue and protect their soul from the forces of evil.

The Buddha’s wakeup call was his realization that this protection humans yearned for, and desperately needed, was not to be found in a belief that involved a superman swooping in and saving the day, or signaling him with a type of ancient bat signal; rather, it was to be found in a grounded, reality-based understanding of the nature of the human condition and its experience, and the pragmatic action that one needs to take to save one’s mind.

So in keeping with the bodyguard metaphor, in the chapters that follow, I will brief you on the Buddha’s initial “threat assessment” and the first pragmatic directives that came from that assessment, which are the foundation strategies for my mission in writing this book. They are The Four Noble Tactical Truths, which details why suffering exists, how it begins, and how it ends, and The Eightfold Tactical Plan, which details the actions we must take to end it. I’ll brief you on implementing these directives to keep your inner spiritual warrior safe from harm.
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THE FIRST NOBLE TACTICAL TRUTH

“SUFFERING EXISTS”

Threats Exist

Security starts with the understanding that threats exist, that there will always be a threat we must face, and that we must always be prepared to face it. A naÃ¯ve bodyguard thinks that with a perfect proactive plan they will be able to secure their client from all threats, whereas, an experienced bodyguard knows that it is impossible to secure the client completely, so they are always prepared with a reactive plan of securing and evacuating the client during a threat.

An inexperienced bodyguard’s refusal to acknowledge the constant existence of a threat, and the civilian’s belief that, when it comes to self-defense, “it will never happen to them,” are exactly the beliefs that make them vulnerable. Likewise, the Buddhist practitioner’s inability to comprehend the ongoing threat of suffering is the root of their suffering, as lacking that understanding they cannot formulate an appropriate preventive measure or respond when threats arise.

The First Noble Truth of Buddhism states that suffering exists, that there is a constant dissatisfaction that is inherent to life that makes the threat of suffering always present, and that it is our refusal to accept this reality that ultimately turns our pain into suffering.

Most people who seek out Buddhism think that practice will enable them to eliminate their pain and provide them with a state of permanent happiness. But the reality is that all that Buddhist practice will do is help us develop the skills to cope with this constant dissatisfaction and not turn our pain into suffering.

The teachings speak of three truths that mark the existence of suffering, and that understanding them is essential to our ability to thwart suffering.

The first truth of the existence of suffering teaches that due to our body and mind, we will always be experiencing pain and that it is not the pain itself that causes us to suffer but our aversion to experiencing the pain. This aversion actually causes us to suffer over being in pain rather than from the pain itself. The result of this is that we compound our problems by never actually dealing with the issue that caused the pain in the first place.

To remedy this, the teachings direct us to realize that it is up to us to repeatedly practice how to engage our pain and simply be with it without adding anything to it, such as self-pity, judgment, anger, or resentment. By doing this, we are able to see that there is no magic teaching that instantaneously does this for us, or any wondrous level of attainment in our ability to do so, but rather, the more we practice doing it, the more skillful we will become at doing it. Much like a martial artist training physical actions of technique into their muscle memory, our ability to cope with and manage pain actually begins as a physical practice.
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