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Chapter 1

What Is Work?




THE WORD WORK has an impressive range of meanings. In ordinary speech, it means making a living, “going to work.” In science, it means “the transfer of energy from one physical system to another.” Work can sometimes mean something difficult: “This is work!” It can also mean to sew, knit, or weave, as in to “work” a knot. It can mean the opposite of play: “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy!”

It can also mean success: “This works!” Or the way out, as when we “work” our way out of a jam. We “work off extra pounds,” get all “worked up,” and so on. The variations multiply. The more we study all its variant meanings we find that the word work—like be, come, go, or do—describes something so fundamental that no one definition can fully embrace it.

So when we ask what is the work of a human being, which definition should we use? Is our life working? Is it, rather than fun, work? Are we working our life like Gordian knots that we don’t know how to untie? Are we worked up about our life, or do we just go about it, day by day, hoping for the best?

Or suppose we go deeper and ask, of all the kinds of work we do, what is our most important work? What are we doing here in this world, anyway, where each of us arrives, naked and helpless, with no map or compass, like a trainee in some cosmic Outward Bound program? As we struggle to get our arms around these questions, there are two things we know for certain—today we are here, and someday, sometime, we will be gone. During our time on this planet, what will we do? What is our responsibility—to ourselves, to our family and friends, to our community, our nation, to all people and the innumerable creatures that inhabit the earth, the sea, and the sky? Do we have responsibility for any of it, or is it beyond our power? What do we say? How will we act?

In other words: What is our Whole Life’s Work?
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The first answer that may come to mind is that our work is to survive. And this is true enough. Survival always has a high priority in life. But is it the only one, or the noblest? And is it the one most uniquely human? We could say that the work of a dog or a cat, a lion or a gazelle, also is to survive. And for us as well—securing food, clothing, and shelter has been the primary work of humankind for much of its history. In that sense we are like our animal cousins. But we are also more: We experience friendship and love. Our need to survive exists in a larger web of relationships, in family, community, and society. If a truck bears down on us as we are crossing the street, the survival circuits in our brains tend to override all else. Just like a dog or a cat, we leap out of the way faster than we can think about it. The same is true when someone attacks our person, our home, or country. At our worst, we behave little better than lions or gazelles. At our best, we are saints. In between is the challenge and struggle to know how to be fully human.

Dr. Seymour Boorstein has pointed out that this difference between the worst and best in human nature is rooted in brain physiology. We now know that the “survival brain”—the brain stem, hippocampus, amygdala, and other low-level structures—is responsible for primitive survival responses, essentially flight or fight. This brain structure is present in all living creatures, even lizards and crocodiles. It is in the “mature brain”—the frontal lobe and cerebral cortex—that judgment, reason, and social emotions such as friendship and love emerge. We may not realize it, but the survival brain, running on instinct and adrenaline, responds two or three times faster than the mature brain. Dr. Boorstein, who spent his early career as a psychiatrist working with prison inmates, and later with couples and families, has seen this in his clinical experience. When we are under threat, we tend to revert to our survival brains. We get angry, we lash out, we fight, or we run and hide. When we don’t feel threatened, we love, we care, we grow. Throughout our lives, these two brains coexist, side by side, sometimes collaborating, more often struggling for dominance.

This struggle is hard work and requires some degree of inner development and self-realization. It has always been so. This work has been the subject of all the great wisdom traditions of the world. They were founded millennia ago, when for most people daily life was a constant struggle, without the technology and convenience we take for granted now. So we mustn’t imagine that this struggle between old brain and new is a modern thing, a function of our newfound scientific prowess too subtle for the ancients. The tugging match between the survival brain and the mature brain has been going on for thousands of years. It has not been easy. It is still going on. It is work, our Whole Life’s Work, the one that applies regardless of time, place, or culture. But how do we accomplish it?

The purpose of this book is to explore the various dimensions of this question, in all its complexity and variety. For that is the unique condition of the human being: We do not know in advance how to do our deeper work. The cosmic Outward Bound program that deposited us here has not given us this information. We might say that the question itself is the answer: Our work is to find out what our work is. But such a circumlocution provides no real satisfaction. This is an issue that generations of philosophers and religious teachers have tried to unravel, with mixed success. Their answers are helpful, up to a point, but they are still their answers, not ours, and for the particulars of our life, the question remains.

It may help to consider work in the plural—works. According to the American Heritage Dictionary, this means, “the output of an artist or artisan considered or collected as a whole.” We go to the library and see the rows of books bound in leather: the complete works of Charles Dickens, of Ernest Hemingway. But imagine some cosmic library in which all of us, in the course of our life, are creating the bound volumes that in the end will represent our “complete works,” which we shape and develop throughout life. Indeed, shaping is yet another meaning of the word work, as when a sculptor “works” clay. Imagine saying “I’m going to work” and meaning “I’m going to work something pliable, like clay, the way a sculptor does.” We are, in that sense, artisans of our own being, authors of our whole life story, shapers of our own existence.

The deeper we go, the more we see that the word work has a history of meanings that reaches back to the distant past, to the very origins of our species. In this deeper sense we are all workers of the existential clay in a way that extends far beyond mere livelihood. The primary difference between rich and poor, modern or ancient, is that the affluent seem to have the luxury to confront this life dilemma at a time of their choosing, while those living closer to the ground have little choice but to deal with the life-and-death challenges to their survival on a daily basis.

We say the affluent seem to have a choice, but that is mostly illusion, just as a curtain strung across the center of a room in which two families live provides the illusion that they live separately, and not together. When it comes to the basics, to life versus death, the partition that separates the wealthy from the desperate in today’s world is little different from that curtain. All of us, all of humanity, live in one overcrowded room, on one inseparable planet, in an environment of like aspirations and shared fate. Except for outward show, the Whole Life’s Work is much the same wherever we go.
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While the ostensible purpose of this book is to explore this Whole Life’s Work, its collateral mission is to refashion altogether the meaning of the word work. These days, when we say “I’m off to work,” we mean our paying job; we forget that this use of the word is a rather recent invention, and that for most of human history there was no work separate from all the other tasks of daily life. The various activities that human beings pursue in the course of their lives—to survive, to endure, to raise children, to care for one another, and ultimately to understand our place in this sometimes frightful, occasionally marvelous world in which we are born, and in which we live and die—is the broader concept of work we will use throughout this book.

We pursue this Whole Life’s Work throughout our lives, from childhood to old age. It is an enterprise so much wider and deeper than mere livelihood that it probably deserves a different word. But, for lack of a better word, work will do, as long as we understand that no matter how humble our station, how difficult our days, this work is by no means trivial: It is the great work of being human. Underneath our struggle to survive, there is a more primal work.

If there is any word powerful enough to supplant work in defining this deeper mission it might be vow—an idea we will explore in a later chapter. A vow is a commitment that we stick to, that we are willing to see through to the end. A life lived according to a vow is a life consciously lived, in the full awareness of all its difficulties and contradictions. As the philosopher Albert Camus wrote, “Judging whether or not life is worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of all philosophy.” No matter how desperate our straits, no matter how deep our suffering, there is a force deep within us—a vow, perhaps—that compels us to continue. What is it? Whence does it arise? How can we make better sense of our deepest yearning so that our time in this world can be put to its best use?

To answer these questions we need to explore the somewhat unfamiliar terrain of a Whole Life’s Work. Why unfamiliar? In a society where three-fourths of the economy is driven by consumer spending, where the omnipresent lure of advertisement encourages us to take a trip, buy a car, try a new perfume, purchase dresses or jeans or shoes or tank tops in the latest style, the implicit message is that there are only two important activities in life—earning money and enjoying leisure—and that the purpose of the former is to finance the latter. Leisure, the messages that blare incessantly from our televisions seem to be saying, is our reason for being. The logical conclusion of this worldview might be that the ultimate goal of life is some sort of perennial Hawaiian vacation.

But as we all know, few people, even the very wealthy, actually adopt such a lifestyle. Intuitively most of us seem to understand that while “all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy,” the converse is equally true. A life of all play leads to ennui and eventually depression and despair. Why? There is no easy answer, except to say that our existence seeks a different purpose. We all know the expression “pursuit of happiness,” but what does it actually mean? This book advances the point of view that though we may not be able to define it precisely, happiness has something to do with work—not just survival or livelihood, but work in its wider sense, a purposeful activity that advances our individual and collective search for meaning.

So in this redefinition we imagine work not as just another form of leisure, not as a more industrious form of a Hawaiian vacation, not as an artifact of modern prosperity, but as something quite venerable and ancient, which has its roots in the way life was lived hundreds, even thousands of years ago, and in the wisdom traditions of those times. Because I am a Buddhist, well versed in its worldview and teachings, that is the wisdom tradition I know best, but I do not intend this to be just a Buddhist book, nor are the views expressed here solely Buddhist ones. Buddhism, like any other idealistic system of practice and belief created by human beings, is itself flawed. Many of its doctrines—such as lifelong monasticism and second-class status for women—are conditioned by a particular culture or time period. And like every other religion, as it has moved through the centuries from country to country, some of its original humanity and simplicity has been overshadowed by complexities of doctrine and imagery. Besides, I am more interested in exploring Buddhism’s future than its past.

The essence of Buddist teaching, in any case, is not in its doctrines but in the living tradition and example of its living teachers. So, rather than quote extensively from Buddhist scripture or commentary, I have chosen to use material drawn from the teachings of contemporary American teachers, especially that of my teacher, Shunryu Suzuki—author of Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind and the recently published Not Always So. To paraphrase an old Zen saying: The masters of India and China did not live long ago in faraway places—they are here!

I was drawn to Buddhism at a young age precisely because I saw that, of all the world’s religions, the teachings of the Buddha more effectively transcended time, place, and culture. From my Buddhist study has come the conviction that our deepest work as human beings is to discover, for ourselves and for others, what it is to be human.

This insight is really nothing more than a return to the core values that were once the stance of humanity the world over, when we lived cheek by jowl with nature, when there was no firm boundary between work and play, when one activity of life—such as raising children—flowed seamlessly into another, and the days were demarcated not by clocks and street lamps but by the sun, the moon, and the stars.

As we bemoan our fifty-and sixty-hour work weeks, as we struggle to further our careers, let us remember that ours is not the be-all and end-all of human societies. In the pursuit of happiness, we may in fact lag behind our ancient brethren, who may have known something important about work and play and all of life from childhood to old age that we, in our unchallenged assumption of an endless staircase to progress and prosperity, may have lost.

In all that is essential, we traverse life in the same condition as we might have thousands of years ago. Regardless of the computers, the cell phones, the supermarkets filled to overflowing with truck-delivered bounty, we have to tread the path of the spirit that knows no ancient or modern, that beckons us to a timeless journey that each of our forebears had to endure, and that we must, too.

The Consciousness Project

This timeless journey is known by many names. In Buddhism it is known as the Bodhisattva path, or simply the Path. But for this book I have chosen to call it the Consciousness Project. The Consciousness Project is both individual and collective. It is the individual’s discovery of how to live his or her life in fullness, in maturity and harmony with others, as well as the collective discovery of all the generations that have come before us and will come after.

Shunryu Suzuki once said, “I am waiting for the island off the coast of Los Angeles to come to San Francisco.”

From one of his students he had learned that, geologically, Catalina Island, off the coast of Los Angeles, is moving slowly north, a few centimeters a year, and will eventually reach San Francisco. As a Buddhist priest, Suzuki certainly would have felt a kinship with that kind of time frame. Buddhist literature often speaks of thousands of lifetimes and cycles of millions of years. The Buddhist worldview accepts the vastness of time and space, as well as the gradualness of human change.

Our species has been on this planet for a few hundred thousand years, little more than an instant in the life of our planet and our galaxy. Science tells us these things, but they are inconceivably abstract. What does it really mean for our present life? For one thing, it means that learning to be fully human takes a long time. It may seem, from the perspective of this century, that many frightful things have happened. But from another view, we are all slowly learning, generation after generation, what it is to be human and how to live together in harmony and mutual respect. From the standpoint of one or even a few generations, this is a slow process, one that can seem to take a step back for every one forward. But sometimes progress is more rapid.

In 1983, a million people marched down Fifth Avenue in New York City in an effort to stop the proliferation of nuclear weapons in the then two great nuclear powers. Today, that particular fear is reduced; something great happened, inconceivable even two decades ago. An awakening occurred: the Cold War ended. The nuclear threat receded somewhat, and we were given a reprieve. That moment showed us what is possible. However, that triumph was short-lived. Today there are new threats, new horrors to haunt us, perhaps even worse than the nuclear threat, which itself has reemerged as an instrument of terror. One step forward, one step back.

We all want pretty much the same things. We want to be cared for, to belong, to be loved, to be healthy and secure. Suzuki would have added that we also want to be awake, to come to spiritual maturity, to be buddha—originally the common Sanskrit verb for “to wake up.” These are our deepest desires. In the fulfillment of these desires, we—a work crew six billion strong—are pushing on the great island of humanity, moving it inch by inch toward a higher latitude. Of course, some of us may become confused and want to own the island, or blow up the island, or push away those who are of a different nation, race, or religion. This is the darker side of human nature, which slows our efforts.

Indeed, we must not be naive or complacent about the progress of the island. We now have the ability to destroy the island completely or render it uninhabitable by poisoning it or make it too hot or cold. Terrible things are happening in our world; the light and dark sides of human nature are advancing together. The task of pushing the island has become more and more problematic as our capabilities have grown, and there is no guarantee that the island will ever get to its destination.

How can we, in our insignificant, humble lives, contribute more tangibly to this worldwide process of awakening? We are not saints or priests. We work at ordinary jobs and live ordinary lives. What does the grand concept of a Consciousness Project have to do with us?

In fact, each of us has his or her individual Consciousness Project, which is a part of the greater one. This individual project to reach wholeness and spiritual maturity is our life’s work, and at the end of our life it will be expressed by all that we have said and done to make our way in the world and leave our mark. These acts of individual authorship have an outward manifestation—we have raised children, pursued careers, made friends, gone fishing, climbed mountains. These are the outward aspects of our whole life.

But for each of these outward acts, there is an inward corollary. In the course of raising our children, we have raised ourselves to a higher level of maturity, compassion, and understanding. In climbing a mountain we confronted our fears and learned something of courage in the face of adversity. In the placid waters of a mountain lake, our fishing pole drifting lazily in the current, we have had a chance to reflect on our life, in the quietude of great nature.

The bulk of this inner work is shared with no one. Consciousness builds and grows over the course of our lives, it encounters setbacks, in a crisis it may become terrified or confused, but as we come to the end of life all this inner work becomes the sum total of who we are, the maturity of our years, the realization or disappointment of our dreams.

In the next chapter we will explore the various modes of outer work we do in the course of our lives, and the inner work that corresponds to each of them. This schema—eight modes of outer work, eight corresponding modes of consciousness—is the backbone of A Whole Life’s Work and its organizing principle.









Chapter 2

The Eight Modes Of Work




WHAT IS IT that we actually do in the course of our lives? In what kinds of work do we engage—not just livelihood, but other kinds of work? We do an impressive variety of things as we grow from childhood to adulthood and old age—we raise children, we learn, we teach, we participate in society in various ways. All of this activity takes time and energy; it is arguable whether to call these activities “work” or something else. The point is that, throughout our life, we work at many things, strive in many ways. A comprehensive list of them might be rather long, but in practice we can define eight categories, eight modes of work: Earner, Hobbyist, Creator, Monk, Helper, Parent, Learner, and Elder.

Although at first blush these modes resemble chronological life stages—we begin life as a Learner, progress through various activities of adulthood, such as Earner, Helper, and Parent, and end our days as an Elder—in a larger sense, at every stage of life we have the potential to engage in any one of them. Together they are what define our life and provide it with purpose and meaning.

That is why these modes cannot be mutually exclusive. A Parent may also be an Elder; for a successful novelist, the Earner’s Work and the Creator’s Work are the same. Each mode of work describes a way of engaging with the world, as does the inner development, or consciousness, associated with each. Furthermore, each mode implies a strategy for making sense of our world and furthering our chances to develop and prosper in it. So, for example, the Parent’s Work, which is the most primal of all, anchors our life purpose in something elemental and biological. And by having children, by pouring our love and care into the long task of instructing and raising them, we impart something of ourselves to the next generation, we accomplish a future, we establish a legacy.

Erikson’s Life Cycle

In developing this schema of eight modes of work, I am indebted to Dr. Erik Erikson and his theory of the “Eight Ages of Man.” The essence of Erikson’s theory—which he first outlined in Childhood and Society and developed in many later works—is that every stage of life, from birth to death, confronts us with a developmental challenge. If we rise to the occasion and meet the challenge, we grow and move on. If we fail, we stagnate. Probably the most familiar of these eight life stages is the “identity crisis” of late adolescence—a term that Erikson coined—in which the young adult grapples with the questions Who am I? What am I going to do?

The eight modes of work are not quite the same as Erikson’s eight stages. For one thing, our modes of work are only loosely tied to a particular age or stage of life and do not really correspond, in the way Erikson’s stages do, to the psychodynamic development of the human personality. But the purpose of the two eight-part schemes is similar: to help understand how we develop and grow and what we need to do to grow well. Another difference is that while Erikson’s orientation is psychological, ours is spiritual. As we see it, the ultimate goal of human life is not just to be emotionally healthy and contribute to the well-being of society—though this is certainly important—but to awaken to the ultimate truth that underlies all our human efforts, to become Buddha. Further, the purpose of this awakening is not just to be, in a spiritual sense, “the best that we can be,” but to bring others along, to recruit the whole of humanity in a transgenerational project to complete the gift of self-awareness—the Consciousness Project.

Now let’s examine each of the eight modes of work in detail.

 

THE EARNER’S WORK. “It’s a living,” we say with a shrug, harking back to a time when most people had little choice about their livelihood. Today the choices are greater, and with them new problems. David, age twenty-eight, is a software programmer for a large corporation. He enjoys his work, up to a point. But the company he works for is, to his mind, unenlightened. His bosses are fixated on the bottom line and push the employees to cut corners in order to meet corporate goals and deadlines. David yearns for a job he can be proud of, in which his ethical standards are honored. He is making good money, but already he finds himself scanning the Internet for another position.

 

THE HOBBYIST’S WORK. The word hobby tends to belittle what it claims to celebrate. “Oh, it’s just her hobby,” we say. In fact, many people work with more enthusiasm at their hobbies than at their paying jobs. Many hobbies might serve as livelihoods too, but for the hobbyist they are just for fun. Often, hobbies are paths not taken, careers not chosen, former earner’s skills still pursued for the pleasure they bring.

Consider Josh, age forty-two, a supervisor at a large hardware store. His hobby is sailing. He owns a twenty-four-foot sailboat and spends many hours every weekend polishing, sanding, and painting—backbreaking labor that would pay poorly in the job market. However, his reward is not money, but the joy he experiences as he sails under the Golden Gate Bridge and out into the open ocean. Although while in college he earned part of his tuition each summer as a member of a yacht crew, Josh knows that now there is no way he can support his family through sailing. But he puts his all into it nonetheless.

 

THE CREATOR’S WORK. The Creator’s Work includes all the pursuits we traditionally associate with the arts—writing, music, sculpture, painting, architecture, and many others. As with the Hobbyist’s Work, the Creator’s Work might also be a livelihood for some, but artistic careers are difficult and highly competitive. Esther was trained as a concert violinist, but now she makes her living as an administrator for a major symphony orchestra. She still plays her instrument and performs with an amateur string quartet, but because marriage and pregnancy derailed her professional musician’s career track, she does not make a living at it. Yet, the joy of making music is still the emotional and spiritual center of her life.

 

THE MONK’S WORK. The Greek root of the word monk means “alone.” There was a time in history when the Monk’s Work was an honored vocation in its own right. These days many people hardly recognize that when they take a walk in the woods, or spend a day fishing on a quiet lake, they are practicing a form of the Monk’s Work. We all need time to reflect and be alone, and in recent years meditation retreats have become one popular expression of this need, but many people engage in the Monk’s Work only involuntarily, when they fall ill or suddenly become unemployed.

The Monk’s Work is where we touch our inner selves most directly. Jeanine, finding a pink slip on her desk one morning, decided not to rush back into the job market. Instead, she took the summer off and hiked the Appalachian Trail. She was not especially religious or trained in any formal meditation technique, but that period of isolation cleared her mind and helped her make a decision to change careers.

 

THE HELPER’S WORK. We are social animals. We live in communities; we rely on and care for one another, and without those bonds we would not survive, materially or spiritually. Some careers—doctor, nurse, therapist, social worker, teacher—are intrinsic expressions of the Helper’s Work, but even those not in such professions often volunteer their time at soup kitchens or in hospitals or nursing homes. This is because in our fragmented modern society we need to honor that sense of community and care that lies at the core of human existence.

Charles discovered this only in his fifties. A busy executive, he had never had the time or inclination for volunteer work, but after his wife suffered a stroke, he spent many months on leave from his job caring for her at home. And after her recovery he felt compelled to volunteer at his local hospital, finding that his experience as a caregiver opened his heart to the rewards of the Helper’s Work.

 

THE PARENT’S WORK. People with children devote themselves to the long and sometimes thankless hours of parenthood with hardly a thought that this labor is “work.” For many, having a family is simply what life is all about. But the true Parent’s Work is more profound than just washing dishes and changing diapers. In its widest sense, the Parent’s Work is the work of all humanity, and now that news reports confirm that only 25 percent of American households have the traditional two parents with children, we know how much diversity there is in the modern exercise of the Parent’s Work—gay and lesbian couples, single mothers and fathers, foster and adoptive parents, and so on.

Sharon, executive director of a foundation, was a divorcee with no biological children when she became the adoptive parent of a learning-disabled Korean orphan. Sharon added this awesome responsibility to her already busy life because she felt a deep yearning to pursue the Parent’s Work.

 

THE LEARNER’S WORK. As any parent or observer of children knows, a child works hard at learning the skills necessary to become an adult. The Learner’s Work is preeminently the work of youth, but it is liberating to discover that even through adulthood and well into old age, the Learner’s Work can continue. Medical science has confirmed that those who continue to learn new skills as they grow older remain more healthy and mentally alert.

Mel, age thirty-seven, exemplified this when, after recovering from a disabling bout of polio, he decided to enter law school against the advice of those who said he was much too old. He now has a successful law practice, and has proved that the spirit of the Learner can awaken at any time and continue throughout life.

 

THE ELDER’S WORK. The spiritual virtue of the Elder is wisdom, and there was a time in human history when the Elder’s wisdom was vital to the physical survival of any community, as well as the enrichment of its spiritual heritage. Modern society often does not value the wisdom of its elders, but that should not dissuade us from pursuing and expressing the wisdom that comes with the passage of years. We should also remember that wisdom is not the sole purview of the aged; each of us, even children, has wisdom worthy of notice. The phrase “a child shall lead them” reminds us that even the very young sometimes offer their own form of wisdom.

The Elder’s Work is often, though not always, connected to retirement. Penelope a retired music teacher, shares her wisdom by leading sing-alongs in convalescent hospitals. It is her daily joy to sit at the piano and watch Alzheimer’s patients suddenly lift their heads when the music starts and begin to wave their hands and sing along. Penelope has not let age defeat her; she has discovered a way to express the Elder’s Work.

The Eight Modes of Consciousness

The modes of work we have described thus far are kinds of activity that serve to satisfy our needs and express our interests and passions. But beneath all of this is an inner work, a kind of spiritual activity, that complements and supports each of the eight modes of work. These are the eight modes of Consciousness: Precepts, Vitality, Patience, Calm, Giving, Equanimity, Humility, and Wisdom.

Those familiar with Buddhism will recognize that these eight modes of inner work are loosely based on the Buddhist Paramitas, or essential spiritual viritues. There is an enormous body of literature in Buddhism about these Paramitas and the inner practices to cultivate them. It is not the purpose of this book to replicate these teachings—our eight modes do not precisely correspond to their traditional formulations—but rather to redeploy some of their essential elements in the service of understanding the inner dimension of our Whole Life’s Work.

The Earner’s Consciousness: Precepts

Nearly everyone would agree that a well-developed sense of moral values is a defining characteristic of a mature person, and that the cultivation of sound ethical principles engages us in all our activities. However, ethical Precepts have particular resonance with the Earner’s Work, as we will see presently, because of the close connection between livelihood and survival. To survive in the world means to disturb it some way, large or small. To grow grain we must plow the ground. To build a house we must cut the tree. We might call this effect of our need to survive a “footprint.” Wherever we walk, wherever we go, we flatten the grass, we leave a mark. Whether our livelihood involves the manufacture of tofu or napalm, whether we have one coworker or a thousand, a footprint of some kind is left behind. Sometimes the footprint is small; sometimes it is huge. Sometimes it is a footprint of disturbance, sometimes one of restoration. Every aspect of human life involves ethical considerations, but they are particularly evident in the realm of livelihood, in the Earner’s Work.

Sometimes the footprint is not as crude as David’s, whose ethical dilemma was not about pollution or global warming but rather the way in which his company pursued profits at the expense of quality. By confronting this issue even at the expense of his personal security, he was elevating his personal ethics to a higher level, contributing his tiny piece of moral development to the greater purpose of the Consciousness Project.

The Hobbyist’s Consciousness: Vitality

What role did sailing play in Josh’s life? We could say that what he did was “just” for fun, thereby treating his passion as something unimportant. Perhaps to an outside observer his passion for sailboats and sailing was on a par with someone else’s passion for bowling or pepperoni pizza, but for Josh it was a way to focus his energy on something he really cared about.

Does this have anything to do with the Consciousness Project? Do his Sunday afternoons spent sanding the deck of his sailboat make Josh, or anyone else, a better person?

Perhaps, perhaps not. But without Vitality, without passion, determination, and care, the Consciousness Project would have a hard time advancing. The island would not move, those of us pushing hard to bring it forward would stand in the sun, mop our brows, and say, “Why go on? What’s the point?”

Vitality matters.

The Creator’s Consciousness: Patience

By “patience” we mean the quality that leads us to inspiration, or what the ancient Greeks called the Muse. If we imagine that only people who have a special gift can interact with the Muse, we are selling short the assembly-line worker who imagines a better way to stamp sheet metal, or the man with a burr stuck to his sock who sees how the burr clings and invents Velcro.

The faculty of Patience is responsible for much of humanity’s material and cultural advances, but in a deeper sense its cultivation brings us closer to those qualities that unite rather than separate us as human beings. The creative power that resides in each of us at root knows no ethnicity, no nation, state, or religion. It is primally human. Patience is what keeps the Sisyphean task of pushing the island of consciousness forward from becoming stale.

The Monk’s Consciousness: Calm

The Consciousness Project can never advance only by doing. As with the heave-ho of raising a heavy anchor, there needs to be some rhythm to the process. Doing needs to alternate with periods of nondoing, times of calm reflection.

If Jeanine had not taken time off for her hike along the Appalachian Trail, the course of her life, and the decisions she made, might have gone seriously off track. A hyperachiever who never took time off might say, “Jeanine’s walk was a waste of valuable time. She should have just plunged into the next thing.”

Not so.

The Helper’s Consciousness: Equanimity

Often in human history some tyrant, megalomaniac, or religious fanatic has announced, “I am the salvation of the world. Follow me and you will achieve a better life, a more secure existence, paradise in the now or the hereafter. It does not matter how many suffer and die in the effort, the goal justifies all.”

Indeed, many have suffered and died to fulfill these madmen’s dreams. The Consciousness Project is fragile. It is susceptible to corruption, to misunderstanding and derailment, by those who take it upon themselves to achieve the final goal without the most basic regard for the feelings of others.

Without the vow of helping as the irreducible starting point, the Consciousness Project quickly degenerates into its opposite: unconsciousness and cruelty. In order to really help another, we need to approach the task with a compassion that transcends sympathy and care—a compassion rooted in Equanimity.

The Parent’s Consciousness: Giving

By being a parent, either literally or symbolically, each of us has a ready-made opportunity to cultivate the seeds of generosity and selflessness that are laid down when we are born. There are certainly other ways to express generosity, but being a parent is one of the most direct and courageous.

Sharon overcame her doubts by taking on the responsibility of an adoptive daughter. She felt, she said, that “she had more than enough for herself, and wanted to share it.” This sentiment, if it could ever be broadly accepted throughout the world, would do more, perhaps, to advance the cause of the Consciousness Project than anything else.

The Learner’s Consciousness: Humility

In the following statement we hear the voice of self-righteousness: “Listen to me. I am wise. I know.”

Many times have we heard such utterances from our charismatic leaders, or opinionated friends, or leaders of other countries and cultures drawing on this false self-confidence to justify lying, prejudice, and hate. Contrast this with the humility of the ninth-century Chinese Buddhist monk Chao Chou, who madethis statement when he was sixty years old: “If there is a three-year-old who can teach me, I will learn.” Reportedly, Chao Chou lived to be one hundred twenty.

Gabe, age seventy-two, recently took up glider flying. He is delighted with the challenges of learning this new, difficult skill at his age. Is it any accident that all his life Gabe has been a person open to other cultures, other opinions and views, and has a broadness of vision and flexibility of spirit that are an inspiration to all who know him?

Humility helps us remember, as we hunker down to push forward the island of consciousness, that though we know much, there is also much to learn.

The Elder’s Consciousness: Wisdom

It is tempting for younger people pushing the island of consciousness to turn to the frail, the sick, the elderly, and say, “We do not need you now. You have no strength.” And how wrong they would be. Suppose they are trying to push the island in a direction it will not go? All their strength and youthful vigor will be to no avail, unless some wizened older one comes on the scene and whispers, “No, not that way. This way.”

We all have the capacity and responsibility to be Elders, not just when we are old, but anytime we have something useful to impart. And we all have an equal responsibility to listen to the Elders among us.

The Consciousness Project

The Consciousness Project is the great work that underlies it all, an inner substance like tree sap, turning sweet or sour depending on how the leaves and branches are able to catch the light. The Consciousness Project is both an individual matter—the flavor of our single tree—and a collective one, involving the health and growth of the whole forest, the whole of humanity.

When Shunryu Suzuki spoke of the island moving from Los Angeles to San Francisco, he was also speaking of his own vocation and hope. He devoted the later years of his life to that effort, to bringing to America the wisdom that he had learned in his years as a Buddhist priest. He had no special ambition in coming to America, no thought that he would become a great teacher and best-selling author. In his first year here he sat in his small meditation hall all alone. For twelve years, until his death, he pushed on his seemingly small corner of the island, and along the way touched so many people and changed so many lives.

But he did not imagine that his time here was anything special. In fact, he was humble about his abilities. “I have seen many good Zen masters,” he once said, “and I don’t think I can be a good Zen master, so I should not try so hard.”

This is one of the mysteries of the Consciousness Project and our role in it—we never know whether our contribution will be big or small. And ideally, like Suzuki, we shouldn’t want or need to know.

We do our part; we do the best we can. That is our Whole Life’s Work. And now we begin our journey through the eight modes of work and the eight kinds of consciousness that reflect and support them.
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