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  The Starter’s Hut

  AT THE TIME of the Buddha, golf had not yet been invented, but what the great sage discovered when he achieved his enlightenment—namely, The Four Noble Truths—can be directly applied to golf, making the game a vehicle to higher consciousness. The first is that all human beings suffer, a truth felt all too often during any given round of the great game. The second truth is that suffering occurs as a result of desire, and don’t all golfers desire to get better? The third Noble Truth is that there is a way out of suffering and that way is a cessation of desire, and don’t all of us golfers want to know that way out of suffering, especially in relation to slices, shanks, and finding all sorts of hazards? And finally, the Fourth Noble Truth addresses a way leading to the cessation of suffering via the Noble Eightfold Path, namely, right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration. Applied to golf, that’s a lot of “rights” for a game where a lot of “wrongs” can come into play.

  Introduction

  There is an old Taoist folktale that gets at the heart as to why golf, while being arguably the hardest of games, also offers the deepest life lessons. As heard from the Buddhist teacher and author Jack Kornfield, it goes like this:

  A man named Sei Weng owned a beautiful mare, which was praised far and wide. One day this beautiful horse disappeared. The people of his village offered sympathy and sorrow to Sei Weng for his great misfortune.

  Sei Weng said simply, “Maybe.”

  A few days later the lost mare returned, followed by a beautiful wild stallion. The village congratulated Sei Weng for his good fortune.

  He said, “Maybe.”

  Some time later, Sei Weng’s only son, while riding the stallion, fell off and broke his leg. The village people once again expressed their sympathy at Sei Weng’s misfortune.

  Sei Weng again said, “Maybe.”

  Soon thereafter, war broke out, and all the young men of the village except Sei Weng’s lame son were drafted and were killed in battle. The village people were amazed at Sei Weng’s good luck. His son was the only young man left alive in the village.

  But Sei Weng kept his same attitude: despite all the turmoil, gains and losses, he gave the same dispassionate reply, “Maybe.”

  My own twenty-first-century version of the story has to do with the nasty cold I caught, skirting the edge of flu season. Oh, that’s terrible, my friends bemoaned.

  “Maybe,” I said.

  Three days later I’d made significant progress on this book, having taken sick days from my full-time job. Oh, how terrible that you lost so much time at work and you couldn’t go to the gym after work like you always do.

  “Maybe,” said I.

  Turns out, I lost the five pounds I couldn’t lose at the gym, because a fever and inactive taste buds made food uninteresting. This play of opposites will go on, I’m sure, like losing yardage off the tee as a result of the weight loss. Oh, how awful, my golf friends will say.

  “Maybe,” I reply, now safe in the fairway at the 150-yard marker every time.

  Golf constantly confronts the player with fortune and misfortune, and the effect each one plays on the mind. Attach to either one, and you’re in big trouble. As a result, the game tests you physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. It can lift your spirits like nothing else; or it can send you into the hell realms. It seems silly to non-participants, the brunt of jokes by comedians, and clownish to others, something most U.S. presidents seem to play at great risk of appearing both elitist and klutzy, and a total mystery to most non-golfers who witness their friends and spouses in various states of elation or depression when they return from a day at the course. Even the greatest players are buffeted by this sometime cruel interplay of fortune and misfortune. Amateurs can be absolutely inundated and consumed by that interplay.

  In my experience, in over fifty years as a player, about thirty as a meditation practitioner, and forty as a mental health counselor, golf is a game that brings suffering or elation to the surface as no other sport can. It looks innocuous enough, but in a five-hour round, emotions suited to a funeral, a wedding, or serious road rage incidents come into play—particularly the road rage. It brings emotions to the surface faster than any human interaction, calling for an immediate response—a response that somehow needs to clear the slate to allow the golfer to be ready for the next shot, which follows quickly since there are others behind you waiting to play.

  In Buddhist terms it requires a complete action and a letting go—both a total involvement and a non-attachment to results. It requires an absorption in the moment, for if memory of the preceding moment intervenes, that will surely muck up the concentration needed to perform the next shot.

  It is not unlike the Buddha, seeking freedom from the hindrances of his own mind, sitting under a fig tree fighting off those hindrances, manifested by the goddess Mara, one after the next. And golf has a whole litany of hindrances to contend with, the mind itself being the most contentious. Golf is an outdoors game, subject to the many vicissitudes of climate and weather.

  Many of a golf course’s defenses—yes, course designers think of it that way—like sand traps and water hazards, are planned with making it hard on the golfer. Many of its defenses are unpredictable like wind and rain. And many play on the mind, triggering reactions that get you to do things you really shouldn’t have done—like hit a 4-iron 200 yards over a lake to a small green. OK for professionals, but no, most amateurs wouldn’t want to go there.

  However, many a weekend golfer would look at that shot, think of what his buddies might think if he played short of the lake, and pull out that club with a prayer attached. He knows he shouldn’t attempt it, but his ego shifts into higher gear, challenging his sensibilities, and linking the shot with his identity as a man (women golfers don’t usually have these problems).

  In other words, golf mimics life like no other sport. It blends elements of the emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual, bringing moments of elation as well as despair. Golf takes courage, faith, skill, patience, restraint, and passion to play it well and continue playing it throughout a lifetime. And you can play golf at almost any age.

  Golf can bring out the best in a human being—generosity, courtesy, consideration, kindness, honesty, integrity, camaraderie; or the worst—greed, rudeness, unconsciousness, deception, dishonesty, impatience, and addiction. In the course of one round, you can experience the entire range of human emotions. It is a game that gets in your blood, plays with your mind, rattles your nerves, thrills you to no end, provides deep satisfaction and relaxation, and frustrates you to the point of giving it up entirely.

  But do we give it up? No, not usually. We come back. Again and again, filled with hope that this time it will be different, convinced that this time, this next time, we will excel and break whatever score we endeavor to break. And even if we fail, we come back again.

  Gluttons for punishment? Masochists? In denial? No. Just human beings who refuse to lie down without a fight.

  In daily life, we can avoid, deny, or forestall difficult issues for days, months or years, until they bubble to the surface in divorce, debt, unemployment, depression, or disease. Seemingly small things happen relatively slowly, yes, resulting in big things but quite a bit into the future. In golf the future is always now. The next shot, the present hole, the tree that stymies you, the pond you just dumped your approach shot into. Golf, then, is a Zen sport. If you leave the present moment, you will likely feel the immediate karmic consequences like a hammer hitting your thumb.
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  HOLE 1

  Waking Up

  THE WORD BUDDHA means “the awakened one,” and the golfer comes closest to this state at the moment of impact with the golf ball, usually a point when the thinking mind stops and a unity occurs among body, mind, spirit, and the delicious senses that arise with that hopefully pure impact.

  What is Mindful Golf?

  It may be an oxymoron linking mindfulness and golf, but the game is so wedded to success and failure, that it is the perfect venue to practice and train in the great art of being present. In the blink of a flubbed chip, you are challenged to either accept reality and move on with grace or stew in that reality and let it drag you into the ashes. In that chip, you are left exposed, your emotions laid bare for your playing partners to see. There is usually a deep silence after such a disastrous shot, a silence that almost resonates through the cosmos. The black hole of the flubbed chip, sucking all into its vortex. Beings light years away turn their heads toward that silence, noticing the faint gasp of pain uttered by its source.

  Pain, suffering, discontent, the skulled or chili-dipped chip, in that moment, hits the chipper like the Big Bang in its moment. How you react is a measure of your level of mindfulness. In fact it may be the closest human beings come to knowing what the Big Bang felt like, and indeed felt equally by presidents, butchers, plumbers, judges, surgeons, and street sweepers: golfers all.

  The Buddha said all life is suffering. But he also said there is a way out of life’s suffering moments, a way to be free from suffering. So when you do botch a chip, you can learn from it, accept it, and move on. Getting bogged down in that moment, means missing fully living subsequent moments, and that is the opposite of mindfulness. You are trapped in suffering. You drop your club to the ground, you slump over, lowering the brim of your cap, and say, “There goes my freakin’ round. I am such an idiot.”

  Of course, the Buddha never did play golf, nor did he stick with his wife and child, two of life’s true tests of enlightenment. We’ve given him a pass all these years because he talked a good game, and, man, could he meditate. And, oh yes, he chose instead to enlighten all sentient beings. But we have a more direct and immediate opportunity, given the razor’s edge of golf. In every round there will be any number of shots that test our courage, our intelligence, our resilience, and our tendency to forget to remember. With each moment, we wipe the slate clean to make ready for the next, as a newborn might, fresh, alive, unburdened by the thought of failure or disappointment in the last.

  The mindful golfer is not necessarily an accomplished golfer. Nor is the scratch golfer (i.e., zero handicap) necessarily mindful. The mindful golfer will think well of his playing companions or opponents. She will notice the egret wading in the pond where she just hit her approach. He will acknowledge how fortunate he is to be playing this game even after hitting his tee ball out of bounds. He will feel happy for his playing buddy after watching him sink a thirty-footer, something the Buddhists call mudita, or taking pleasure in the good fortune of others.

  A mindful golfer will take heed if deer or geese are in the line of his shot, so as to protect from hitting them. And she will take extra care to make sure she doesn’t hit another golfer who may be forward of her ball. In other words, the mindful golfer is conscious and aware of his or her surroundings. He keeps his voice down after making a great shot so as not to disturb the concentration of others nearby. Courteous, polite, considerate—these are all characteristics of the mindful golfer.

  This does not mean such a golfer does not, at times, get angry, frustrated, demoralized, and even a bit depressed. It’s just that he doesn’t hold on to these states of mind. She knows they will pass if she allows it.

  There is an ingenious and very low-tech monkey trap in South America that consists of a gourd with a hole at one end and a tether attached to the other with the whole deal hanging from a tree. A ball of food is placed in the gourd. The monkey comes along, puts his hand in the gourd, grabs the food, but can’t pull his hand out since his fist with the food inside is too big. The monkey hunter comes back and bags the trapped monkey. All the monkey had to do to escape was open his hand and let go of the food to easily pull his hand out of the gourd. But he won’t let go of the food, and that is the essence of the trap.

  For we golf monkeys, who won’t let go of the negative feelings generated by poor shots that can sabotage the next series of holes, all we have to do is let go of the memories of the shots and get ourselves free.

  It’s very rare to find a mindful golfer. Golf is a game involving desire of such strength it turns into an opiate. You have to find that balance between playing the game and getting gamed by the play. How do you know if you’ve attained that balance and are moving in the direction of mindful golf? You assess your level of suffering. This takes clear and deep honesty, for Freud has shown us all the ways we avoid that honesty. But you’ll know what suffering feels like thanks to those mind states that don’t go away so quickly, namely guilt, remorse, anger, fear, and shame.

  Hope you find your game . . . and the path that leads to always enjoying it no matter what the shot or score.
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  The Golfer’s Mind

  The human mind desires. For a golfer who is standing on the first tee, that translates into wanting to hit it long and straight, setting him up well for the next shot, and ultimately leading to a good score. For the beginner, that desire may just be getting it off the tee and airborne. For the accomplished player, it may be as specific as putting the ball in a certain place in the fairway. It’s all “wanting” just the same. So you might ask, “What’s wrong with wanting?” Without it, there would be no progress, no ambition, no striving. And it’s true: we need wanting and desire to live in this world. But when wanting becomes the end all, be all, of our lives (including our golf game), there is often dissatisfaction. And with dissatisfaction, there is little happiness. And if golf doesn’t bring happiness, then why play? Unfortunately, more people then not are coming to that conclusion and are dropping out of the game.

  The basis of desire in golf lies in the score, and scoring is a major factor in distinguishing golf as competitive or recreational. If you play it as a competitive sport, keeping score is necessary and desire is essential. Of course, you can view keeping score in a less attached way, but that probably won’t win you many tournaments or help lower your handicap. In that case, go ahead and increase the degree of your wanting and be prepared for considerable mental suffering. Just rest assured that all things, including suffering, arise and pass away. Of course they often arise again after a time of more wanting.

  For those who play the game more for recreation, I recommend deemphasizing keeping score. I know this may seem heretical to those who consider keeping score sacrosanct, but here’s my rationale. The great satisfaction of golfing has to do with making pure contact with the ball, both tee to green and with putting and chipping. There is no other experience in sport like it. That is the element that draws people to the game—much more than attaining good scores, although good scores often follow if pure contact happens consistently. With a pure hit, there is a sound like no other—a whoosh that only the wind outdoes. There is a solid sensation of the contact of ball against clubface. There is the hang time of the ball in the air as it approaches fairway or green. There is the feeling in the hands controlling the club and the flight of the ball. There is the feeling of exhilaration in the mind, in the heart, in the spirit at making pure contact, a feeling that can rarely be put into words.

  It is what touring pros feel, and is about the only sport where the amateur can, at times, feel what the pro feels. I made a sixty-footer for birdie recently. I’ve made three holes-in-one. I’ve chipped in a number of times. Flew an 8-iron directly into the cup for eagle once . . . when I was fifteen. Tiger Woods made, what Jack Nicklaus called, “one of the most incredible golf shots you’ll ever see played” when he pitched it in from just off the green at the Memorial to effectively win the tournament. His feeling then and mine on the previously mentioned shots were not much different in the moment of the accomplishment. It’s that kind of game. Of course, Jack forgot to mention his 1-iron at the ‘72 U.S. Open at Pebble that hit the stick and settled about a foot from the cup for a tap in birdie to insure the win. Again, his feeling over that shot, and mine were different in degree, but not in spirit.

  How to get to that feeling of pure contact requires some reining in of the tendency of the mind to want and desire. When Woods hit his “incredible” pitch, I’m sure he was focused on the ball and not on the result of the shot. He studied the daunting challenge, chose his club, took his stance, opened the blade of his club, and judged how long a backswing he needed. But when he pulled the trigger, he was in a world of his own mind beyond any other in the universe at that moment. At that instant, he was beyond desire. He was experiencing what the Buddhists call True Self. Tiger has his faults, sure. Don’t we all? But despite his desires, goals, and ambitions, when he strikes the ball on any given shot, he is in this True Self/Golfer’s Mind.

  At the moment of impact between ball and club, the mind and body need to be in a state of calm, achieved through even breathing, no thought, a connection with the ball via the eye, and execution of the proper fundamentals of hitting a golf ball, only the last of which will you need a pro to point you in the right direction. All the rest, you can accomplish through your own volition, personal practice, and training. Yes, the fundamentals learned from a pro are essential to progress in technique, but learning to quiet the mind and focus on the task at hand is the real challenge.

  Taking on that challenge does not involve leaving home and joining a monastery. Devoting some time each morning to sitting still and letting your thoughts settle like filtrate drifting to the bottom of a test tube, leaving clear liquid behind, is a good start. Ten to twenty minutes would be fine. Then every time you go to the range, make that practice ground a form of meditation. You are most often there alone, quietly practicing. It’s a tension-free time by yourself and for yourself. Check your fundamentals then focus on the ball before you hit each shot. Do this for ten minutes of your practice session. When you play, see if you can carry over the practice of concentrating on the ball at address. A swing thought (or simple reminder of how to initiate a part of the swing) or two is fine but before you pull the trigger, shut off the thoughts and let your eyes take over without any judgment of what they see. Just the back of a ball, the strike, and looking up after impact to see the result. Success in this case is not where it landed but how it felt. Get used to sensing how it felt after contact and even predicting where it landed based on how impact felt. Get to recognize the feel of when you’ve hit the ball solidly. Remember, you can still hit it solid and have an off-line result. Your friends or playing companions may not think the shot so good, but you are the final judge, jury, and executioner of how solid you’ve hit the ball. Only you can tell if you have attained True Self/Golfer’s Mind.

  The mind cannot be seen nor fully understood, but it is the one element in golf that most influences the performance of the game. I have spent a lifetime examining the mind, my own and others, and have barely scratched the surface of how it works. Most of my insights come via Eastern approaches, specifically through Buddhist meditation and psychology. There is no mystery to these approaches. In fact, they are quite practical and can be demonstrated by examining the minds of successful golfers.

  Let’s take a look at one of the more successful golfers on Tour, Jason Dufner, winner of the 2013 PGA Championship. Bland fellow, Jason is (ever hear of Dufnering, where the practitioner sits on his hands on the floor, and looks bored? Jason started this trend when he visited an elementary school classroom in 2013), and his golf swing is no better than any other pro out there. But there is a huge difference with how Jason conducts himself on the course compared to his competition, which is not only other players but the course itself. He doesn’t worry or even think about how anyone else is doing at any given moment. He just lies back and plays golf and has fun with it. It doesn’t look like Jason is having fun, because he may be the least emotional guy in the field. But since I don’t know what’s in Jason’s mind, I will take him at his word that he is indeed having fun. (If you need convincing that The Duf is having fun with golf, see his parody instructional video, “How Duf Does It” from “Funny or Die”.) That is a good state of mind for a touring pro, the reason being that he doesn’t get in his own way, which is something all of us can learn as well. Because most amateurs do get in their own way, at least as far as golf is concerned, and possibly in other aspects of life.

  The problem mostly revolves around negative thinking, something we learn from childhood. Through a series of actions and reactions, we begin to see ourselves as not getting it right. It’s what a much different Jason Dufner looked like when he blew a four-shot lead and the playoff against Keegan Bradley in 2012 PGA Championship. It’s what I looked like after hitting a great 6-iron fifteen feet from the pin on the par 3 15th at Bennett Valley recently only to 3-putt for a bogey. The first putt was uphill and woefully short, deflating my confidence for the next five-footer and missing it badly. When the first putt is bad, negative thinking can set in for the next and a ton of confidence suddenly drops into a pool of insecurity. In golf, this can happen often within a round, each putt or chip feeling like a looming land mine.

  The golfer’s mind is like a dog off leash. Anything can trigger it into a spasm of distraction. I laugh at the pros needing absolute quiet before hitting. Noise from the crowd is the least of their worries. The noise in their heads is much more a distraction than any hiccup or camera click. Same thing with amateurs trying to putt while their companions carry on a conversation about their latest business deal. In fact, amateurs might feel less stress on the tee if they knew no one really cared about the results of their shot. To quiet your own mind—and that is where golfers and Buddhist meditators come together—you must first hear yourself talking to yourself, and then tell yourself to shut up. There will always be external noises and sights that you have no control over—crows, people, squirrels, waterfalls, alligators—but the voices within can be commanded to stop. After all, you only need about thirty seconds of silence to accomplish a noise-free shot. Most Buddhist meditation sessions last about thirty to forty minutes of quieting the mind, so performing a golf shot with full attention on the ball is a piece of cake in comparison. It doesn’t require any esoteric instruction either. You simply yell “Quiet!” to yourself or “Stop!” in your mind or sub-vocally and return your attention to either your feet contacting the ground, your grip pressure, the sight of a dimple on the back of the ball—anything physical that doesn’t trigger any analyzing thoughts. Buddhists call these objects of meditation, and are effective means to accomplish quiet concentration.

  Too often, we think of the results or consequences of the shot. How can I avoid the pond? I don’t want to reach that bunker. If I hit it too short I’ll have a very difficult chip. These are negative thoughts that creep into the mind and affect the body. Such thoughts cause tightness in the body, tightness affects rhythm and timing, and, even for a good player, a shot can stray slightly left or right and wind up in trouble. A golf course is designed with such aberrations of timing in play. It is truly not an easy game.

  Of course, there is a time for thoughts on course management. Annika Sorenstam advises standing in an imaginary box behind the ball before taking your address position and thinking through the shot. Once accomplished, you then take your address, clear the mind, and pull the trigger. A few years ago, Kevin Na struggled with starting his swing after addressing the ball, probably the result of too many thoughts invading his head. Great suffering, the Buddhists would say. But eventually Kevin was able to move through this, pull the trigger, and hit often-good shots. He was very open about his process, which I admired, and eventually worked through this traumatic time. He was too talented a golfer to stay stuck for long. Essentially, Na got out of his own way.

  So watch your mind. See what it does, how it reacts, what it is saying to you. Take inventory of its content, as the alcoholic would in one of the twelve steps to recovery. For we are all addicts, in a sense, conditioned to our thoughts and how they affect the body. And like other addicts, we need to regain control of those runaway thoughts, especially when swinging a golf club. In doing so, that daunting sequence of well-timed fundamentals will more often synchronize into a well-struck golf shot, and your game will improve.

  The Four Noble Truths of Golf

  Arguably, golf is just about the hardest sport there is. It tests you physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. It can lift your spirits like nothing else; or it can send you into the hell realms. It can seem silly to non-participants, is the brunt of jokes by comedians, and is clownish to others. It’s also a game that many recent U.S. presidents seem to play at great risk of appearing both elitist and klutzy, and a total mystery to most non-golfers who witness their friends and spouses in various states of elation or depression when they return from a day at the course. Even the greatest players, like Tiger Woods (whose mother is a Thai Buddhist, by the way), are constantly tinkering with their swing and paying thousands to coaches to help them. As for amateurs like myself no amount of lessons or practice seems to help.

  The game calls for the highest levels of mindfulness, requiring quick, smart decisions, the results of which can result in heaven or hell on earth, experienced graphically in the very next moment. If your attention strays from the moment at hand, you run the risk of suffering immediate negative karma, as the Buddhists put it, piling on even more karma (meaning negative actions) in this lifetime. To make your decisions even harder than the internal ones your own mind creates, there is also wind, cold, rain, damp ground, sun, mud, snow, fog, hills, sand traps, creeks, lakes, ponds, and puddles. There are trees—often lots of trees, densely planted—weeds, reeds, heather, gorse, rocks, and roots. There are fences, forests, bramble, ivy, and oak—the poisonous kind. There are critters like snakes, skunks, deer, geese, and gators—yes, in some places, alligators. Golf is an outdoors game, subject to the many vicissitudes of climate and weather. Many of a golf course’s defenses—yes, designers think of it that way—are planned with making it hard on the golfer like traps and water hazards. Many of its defenses are unpredictable like wind and rain. And many play on the mind, triggering reactions that get you to do things you really shouldn’t have done—like hit a 4-iron 200 yards over a lake to an elevated green. OK for professionals, but no, most amateurs wouldn’t want to go there. However, many a weekend golfer would look at that shot, think of what his buddies might think if he played short of the lake, and pull out that club with a prayer attached. He knows he shouldn’t attempt it, but his ego shifts into higher gear, challenging his sensibilities, and linking the shot with his identity as a man (women golfers don’t usually have these problems). Golf is an outdoors game but much of it happens between the ears.

  So golf offers tremendous opportunities to understand and experience first hand the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths and practice the Noble Eightfold Path. The experience is more temporal than unremittingly sitting on a cushion in silence and watching one’s mind, body, and breath, but in relation to twenty-first-century American Buddhist practice, temporal may be better. More may stick with it longer.

  First Noble Truth: All human beings suffer. In golf, you often realize that truth on the very first tee on the very first hole. You stand there surrounded by others waiting to follow you, your heart is pounding, your hands are sweating, your vision is somewhat blurred, your brain is trying to remember a swing sequence that whole books have been written about, but you can’t forget the last time you were in this position and hit the very top of the ball that then traveled all of fifty feet directly to the left into some clump of nasty bramble. Nor can it forget the snickers coming from the crowd, or the silence roaring from your playing partners. It’s a horrible experience, as you lay exposed on all levels.

  Second Noble Truth: Suffering arises as a result of desire. Golfers above all want to be better at golf. They will read, pay, buy the latest equipment, do anything to achieve that aim. They want better scores. They want to have more fun, and the only way to more fun, they think, is to play better, especially with their friends. They want to hit the ball far, very far. They want to hit it straight at the same time. And all this wanting often is to no avail. They still fail most of the time. And with failure comes, you guessed it, suffering, deep dhukka.

  Third Noble Truth: There is a way out of suffering, and that way is a cessation of desire. Golfers see this when they stop keeping score, for instance. They see it when they hit a putt five feet past the hole and in disgust swipe at the next putt, without any thought of results, and it goes in. They see when they have a horrible front nine, practically give up, then have a magical back nine where they can do no wrong. In other words when they give up wanting, wishing, and worrying, they start doing well. The real challenge is to understand this truth while playing the game as it was intended: keeping score, caring about each shot, and clearing the mind to prepare for the next effort, never giving up despite past results. This requires a combination of patience and passion for the game.

  Fourth Noble Truth: There is a way leading to the cessation of suffering, and that is the Noble Eightfold Path, namely, right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration.

  So now, you are on that first tee, trembling at the thought of anticipatory humiliation, and you change your view of the situation. You rivet your attention on the present moment, where no anticipation occurs. It’s just you and the golf ball and the hole before you. Your intention is to strike the ball solidly and cleanly, swinging within yourself at a pace that is comfortable for you and your style. You are thinking good thoughts, positive thoughts of aiming for the right target, not where you don’t want to hit it but where you do. You have a set pre-shot routine in place so you’re ready for right action. You are playing golf, which is a wholesome game, ruled by decades of etiquette and courtesy, adding to the harmony of the universe without any thought or intention of harming anyone or any being, all of which is known in Buddhist circles as right livelihood. You swing the club with right effort, mindfulness, and concentration; your only goal is hitting the ball solidly, without any attachment as to the results of your swing.

  That last comment brings up a key element, and why golf is such an ideal pastime for meditators. If you are attached to the results of your effort, or want them to be a certain way (remember the consequences of wanting or desiring?), you will ultimately suffer. Of course, this is not a bad thing as long as you are aware of what is happening, which brings me to two other mutually interdependent elements: choiceless awareness and a suspension of judgment. Most golfers are keenly aware of what they are doing and where their ball has traveled, but few have no judgment about it. Judgment, of course, leads to desire and its requisite suffering. For a golfer who continues to keep score—and that is an important factor—to play without judgment is a monumental challenge—as much of a challenge as it is for any human being to live daily life without constantly judging oneself, judging others, and comparing oneself to others—all of which lead to thinking you or your situation needs to be different than what it is. We hear the expression “It is what it is” often, but few people really understand what it means or actually practice that little piece of Western wisdom.

  Ideally, in golf, we play it as it lies, without consciously improving the way the ball sits on the ground or changing its location (if it’s behind a tree, for example). We play the next shot without a thought of the previous shot. We play the course, not the opponent. We clear the mind and swing. When putting, we stay perfectly still, clearing the mind, and moving only the shoulders, arms, and hands. We take our medicine when we hit a bad shot. When we get out of position (like landing in the trees), we put aside heroics and cut our losses, getting back on the fairway as expeditiously as possible. We record our score honestly, with integrity. If we don’t keep score—and some don’t to reduce the pressure and better relax while playing—we at least play by the rules. We get angry at times, but let it go as quickly as possible, always endeavoring to reduce the time between the feeling and expression of an emotion and letting it go.

  Golfers, like monks, keep the body, particularly the head, still; watch the breath, monitoring its changes; are aware of the hands upon the grip, especially the pressure; know where the clubhead is throughout the swing; have good posture during the entire swing; and have a certain swing thought, not unlike a koan that brings the practitioner back to the present moment. And on the rare occasions when you get the swing in the right order, at a copacetic rhythm, and a pace appropriate to how you carry yourself, the results, like a good meditation session, can be very satisfying. Even at times when things don’t go so well and the playing becomes skunk golf (i.e., spraying in different directions), the results can be enlightening depending on how you experience it. Buddhists would refer to this as Right View.

  So if you want to enhance your meditation practice with an activity in the world that exudes the essence of that practice, golf is the game for you—if you approach it mindfully with an awareness of mind and body. It’s a relatively harmless game that provides multiple opportunities—some golfers would say far too many calamitous opportunities—to practice and experience being a human being.

  True Gravity

  The great and current Champions Tour golfer Fred Couples is completely in balance throughout his powerful yet graceful swing. His pace and subsequent balance approaches True Gravity, that state of being that Michael Murphy coined in his best seller, Golf in the Kingdom, where the body is in total connection to the ground, and the mind is at ease and little concerned about results. Golf has so much to do with our connection to the ground. I tried playing the other day in muddy conditions, and it took quite a while before I could adjust to the slippage under foot. Gravity was uncertain and with uncertainty, a smooth, natural golf swing was near impossible.

  Uncertainty destroys confidence, and confidence is what golf is all about. That’s why the set up is so important: it sets up certainty. In fact the term pre-shot routine misrepresents this aspect of the swing. It is anything but routine. Much awareness and mindfulness must be applied to the set up, for it is the antecedent to an effective swing. And the first sensation in that process is the feel of your feet making contact with the ground. It is the most basic of human attributes: for, essentially, we became a distinct species when we descended from trees and stood upright on our feet. Sorry to say, with the advent of cars and such, it’s been downhill ever since. We’ve lost our ground let alone any sense of True Gravity.
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