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To my wife Mary 
whose warm heart raises blossoms 
in all things.







FOREWORD


In his preface to this book, Les Kaye tells us that his “primary purpose in writing this book is to illustrate how Zen practice enhances awareness, patience, and generosity, and enables us to respond creatively to the complexities, distractions, and uncertainties of modern times.” This is such an inspiring and pulse-quickening objective that I can think of no better way to begin my foreword than to highlight and underscore those four objectives.

I must have still been in my teens when a verse came my way—a prayer for awareness—that impacted me so forcefully that I still remember it today (even if not quite correctly). Much later, I learned this was part of a poem by Miriam Teichner:


[Please], let me be aware.

Let me not stumble blindly down the ways,

Just getting somehow safely through the days.

Not even groping for another hand,

Not wondering why it all was planned, […]

Please, keep me eager to do my share.

[Please], let me be aware.



This, I believe, is the awareness that Les Kaye points to in this book. So how do we get to this continual awareness? Teresa of Avila has said, “Patience attains the goal.” And the Zen that Les presents here is itself a path to that goal-attaining patience. Generosity, the third quality that Zen can enhance, is at its heart capacity to empathize: to place oneself in another’s position; or (as the Native Americans put it) “walk a mile in his moccasins.”

The fourth benefit of Zen as Les Kaye presents it—that it helps us “to respond creatively to the complexities, distractions, and uncertainties of our lives”—is so clear that I do not have to explain or nuance it. Any book—like this one—that can deliver on that prospect should be kept close by one’s side throughout the day.

Every abstract point is followed by examples and anecdotes, some contemporary and others that are drawn from history or literature. And the problems the book touches on and seeks to allay reads like a shopping list of our own daily woes. In addition, Les Kaye’s book points out skillfully many of our human foibles—so familiar that they often seem to come too  close for comfort. At one point I found myself exclaiming, almost out loud, “How does he know me so well?”

This is a wise, practical, and inspiring book. For me, its value is enhanced by knowing that its author knows what he is talking about and works diligently at walking that talk.

 



Huston Smith 
Berkeley, California






PREFACE

In the greatest confusion there is still an open channel to the soul. It may be difficult to find because by midlife it is overgrown, and some of the wildest thickets that surround it grow out of what we describe as our education. But the channel is always there, and it is our business to keep it open, to have access to the deepest part of ourselves—to that part of us which is conscious of a higher consciousness, by means of which we make final judgments and put everything together.

—Saul Bellow


 



 



 



 



 




My primary purpose in writing this book is to illustrate how spiritual practice enhances awareness, patience, and generosity, and enables us to respond creatively to the complexities, distractions, and uncertainties of our lives. This collection  is based on reflections of forty years experiencing and observing the relevance of my own spiritual practice to the everyday world of family and work. In my case, my spiritual practice comes from the Zen tradition, and I have come to see the innumerable ways meditation brings balance, understanding, and a confident approach to the pressure cooker of our lives.

For me, Zen practice points to our inherent spirituality, the problems we create when we lose touch with it, and how we can regain it.

I hope these reflections illustrate how the spiritual and the ordinary converge continually—not merely once in a while.

 



I would like to thank my editor at Wisdom Publications, Josh Bartok, for his dedication to this project and for his insight that untangled so many knots.






SOURCES OF DIFFICULTY
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ORIGINAL FOOLISHNESS


There is a story about a man and a horse. The horse is galloping quickly, and it appears that the man on the horse is going somewhere important. Another man, standing alongside the road, shouts, “Where are you going?” And the first man replies,

“I don’t know! Ask the horse!”

—Thich Nhat Hanh





Buddhism understands humanity’s source of unhappiness not as willful disobedience to a stern God but as foolishness arising from the never-ending desire for just one more thing. This very human tendency is so often what get us into trouble—as I vividly came to understand more than twenty years ago on a warm, summer morning.

I was in traffic school, in a crowded classroom of the County Social Services Agency building because I  did something foolish two weeks earlier on a quiet country road. Approaching a stop sign with no traffic in sight, failing to spot the sheriff’s well-hidden patrol car, I slowed but did not come to a complete stop. Had the maneuver worked, I would have saved perhaps five seconds and the “trouble” of shifting gears. Instead, my desire to save those few moments cost me $150 and a day in a crowded, stuffy classroom.

At the start, the instructor asked each of us to explain what had brought us to traffic school: where, when, and why we had done what we did. Our stories were an unfolding narrative of collective foolishness. I soon realized that I was in a room with fifty foolish people like myself who had also attempted an unwise tradeoff.

At any given moment, we can slip into doing something foolish. Almost impossible to avoid, this simply comes with being human. Sometimes it’s a small thing we do or say, sometimes something larger. Sometimes we do it from misunderstanding a situation, sometimes from poor judgment—as in, “I can get away with it”—and sometimes because we get distracted. Nevertheless, though we are often foolish, we each have within us a great store of wisdom.

Zen’s most profound teaching rests on the insight that everyone is originally a buddha, but we fail to recognize this foundational quality of our true nature due to our “ignorance”—the obscuring views that prevent us from seeing things as they truly are.

This profoundly uplifting, creative revelation of the spiritual nature of being human—contrary to common sense, counterintuitive to our usual way of viewing the world—is encouraging and inspiring. Yet just hearing or talking about our inherently enlightened nature is not enough to understand its deepest meaning. And how easy it is to slide into sarcasm or criticism when reflecting on the foolish behavior of humanity. If we are not careful, the cynicism can become a habit.

Buddhism and Zen emphasize meditation practice as the effective way to appreciate our own true nature and that of others. Because we are foolish creatures and quick to judge, we are at risk for failing to understand our fundamental spiritual nature, to know that we are already bodhisattvas, inherently wise and inherently compassionate.

If someone cuts me off in traffic and I become upset, I have the choice of letting go of my emotion by recognizing that he is simply being foolish. But if I allow myself to take it personally, to indulge my momentary anger and want to get even, I may, through my own foolish action, create a dangerous situation that could lead to suffering for me and for others.

The spiritual practice of meditation, however, can begin to open up other options.






THE ROUGH EDGES OF ANGER

What trances of torture does that man endure who is consumed with one unachieved revengeful desire. He sleeps with clenched hands; and wakes with his own bloody nails in his palms.

—Herman Melville


 



 



 




Several months after starting Zen practice, more than forty years ago, I realized how I continued to be troubled by aspects of myself I didn’t like. I had expected they would be somehow magically dissolved by meditation—and in a very short time! Yet they persisted. I brought my concern to one of the Zen teachers who had come from Japan to help establish Zen in America. “My anger,” I told him, “it just doesn’t go away!” He smiled, surprisingly nonchalant about my dismay. “Oh,” he said, “that’s just some rough edges.” His remark was a revelation and  a relief. From it, I understood that my seeming “impurity” was not a major defect, my anger was simply something to take care of. Inherently, there was nothing wrong with me.

Nonetheless, anger can be a real source of suffering. Second only to natural disasters, anger is the greatest destroyer of individuals, personal relationships, and entire societies. Early psychological theories of aggression led to the belief that anger should be expressed, that we should “get it all out.” Modern science (and much of our own actual experience, I suspect) shows that simply expressing anger turns out not to be helpful; in fact, acting from anger increases the anger as well as its negative physiological impact on our bodies and minds.

Anger arises in us as a result of something someone did or said—and often, that someone is us ourselves. The word or deed touches a sensitive place in our psyche, breaching our refuge. Anger may be the tip of our emotional iceberg, because we often harbor underlying feelings that, when aroused, create the anger. These can include embarrassment, fear, guilt, insecurity, rejection, or humiliation. Becoming aware of our anger is a good thing. It provides an opportunity to reflect and recognize the deeper feeling that, when explored and understood—without the necessity of being entirely resolved—will lead to emotional relief and a greater sense of freedom. Awareness of anger is vital: by not facing and resolving it in a  timely manner, it can develop into a grudge. If left unchecked, it evolves further into a desire for personal revenge, to punish the other person who seems to have made us feel so bad.

Anger and its corollaries have a blinding effect on our capacities to reason and relate, short-circuiting our potential to be resourceful in difficult or uncomfortable situations. Yet once we recognize and accept that anger has arisen we can let it go by understanding that the feeling arose in us because of something someone did or said and that despite our imagined justification, there is no real need for us to take any of it personally.

When examined carefully, especially through the lens of meditation practice, we can come to see that this arisen feeling of burning rage in fact has neither substance nor permanency; it is, in this sense, weightless, or, in Buddhist parlance, empty. But anger becomes a heavy, lingering, emotional burden when we continue to carry around what someone says or does, needlessly creating a weight in our mind. Awareness of our self in a given situation can show us that the action of the other person, no matter how painful we feel because of it, is very likely a mistake on their part, based on foolishness, misunderstanding, or that person’s own burdensome suffering.

And that very recognition can often relieve us of the need to take it personally, leaving anger no place to reside.






THE COMPLAINER

It is like a blue flower blooming in the tropical heat. If you experience tropical heat surely you will experience the blue lotus.

—Zen Master Dogen


 



 



 




Human history is the record of the key events, individuals, and social forces that contour civilizations and create new forms of societies. Yet history is more than incidents and personalities; it chronicles the difficulties of being human, as it traces our struggles to find meaning in life against the odds of injustice and bad luck. In this regard, all of history is a study of human suffering and mankind’s efforts to end it. But the study of history alone cannot show us how to end suffering.

We can only begin that process by understanding suffering’s true source, starting by examining the stories of life, in fine detail, through the microscope  of observation, discernment, and thoughtfulness. Watching carefully the moment-by-moment unfolding story of our own life is the emphasis of meditative spiritual practice. Bringing these same dispositions to the stories of others—including those created by master storytellers—we can be enlightened by lives other than our own.

In The Adventures of Augie March, a classic of early twentieth-century America, Nobel Laureate Saul Bellow creates a modern Odyssey describing how people create suffering for both themselves and others out of their own desperate search for recognition and satisfaction. Augie is a poor boy growing up in Depression-era Chicago. His family is ruled by Grandma, who aspires to train him in the ways of getting by and doing well in the world, of rising above present circumstances. Her methods are harsh: she punishes, threatens, criticizes, and demeans. She never listens, nor shows outward affection or feelings, except disdain. To shape and strengthen him she admonishes Augie to withhold love, telling him: “Nobody asks you to love the whole world…the more you love people, the more they’ll mix you up. A child loves, a person respects. Respect is better than love.”

Grandma’s advice reflects the popular wisdom, a safe—if isolating—commonsense philosophy for pursuing personal success. But if we want to live in harmony with each other, we shouldn’t believe it; we mustn’t fall for Grandma’s line, a view that comes  from misunderstanding and denial. Grandma tragically sees so many of us as inherently unlovable; we can after all be selfish, arrogant, sloppy, foolish, and stubborn. Who could care for such difficult people? And who would want to make the effort to understand them? It’s so often easier to be the complainer: to disdain and grouse about others and write them off, to remain thoroughly self-oriented.

Yet the truth is that love is our natural state. Not the popular notion of love—obsessive attraction and devotion to one person, but a more intrinsic, selfless quality of caring that is the bright mark of humanity at its finest. This love is a concern for the well-being of others, a willingness to be honest, generous, patient, responsible, helpful—and forgiving. It is characterized by equanimity, and acceptance, extending to everyone, independent of who they are, how they behave, or whether they meet some arbitrary criteria of being how we think they should be.

It is easy to fall into the trap of cynicism and complaint, to believe what Augie’s Grandma believes. But Grandma is small-minded, sadly incapable of seeing other people as anything other than a collection of annoying faults. As Augie describes her, “Her memory specialized in (other’s) misdemeanors and offenses, which were as ineradicable from her brain as the patrician wrinkle was between her eyes, and her dissatisfaction was an element and a part of nature.”

So, how then can we come to see otherwise, to see people as lovable? Only by recognizing their—and our—inherent perfection and by understanding how a harsh life can make harsh people. Bellow speaks through Augie: “Before vice and shortcomings, admitted in the weariness of maturity, …there are, or supposed to be, silken, unconscious, nature-painted times, like the pastoral of Sicilian shepherd lovers…. But when there is no shepherd-Sicily, no freehand nature-painting, but deep city vexation instead, and you are forced into deep city aims…what can that lead to of the highest?”

How do we escape the trap, see the natural state? We must learn to cultivate selflessness—the only freedom there is from the small-minded prison of our own selfimportance—accompanied by understanding. Selfless and understanding: to cultivate one is to cultivate the other. The cultivation of selflessness arises out of the quiet discipline of a spiritual practice like meditation.

Such a practice enlarges our understanding of how we needlessly create problems, and opens the way for us to nurture a generous spirit in all relationships. It opens the way for us to be something other than the complainer. The pull toward spiritual practice always comes, on some level, from a sense that universal love is natural, that it can should be lived and expressed. Perhaps this it what Augie senses when he expresses what so many of us have felt, “I know I longed very much but I didn’t know for what.”






STRESS AND STRESS PREVENTION

Nobody sees any one as he is—they see all sorts of things—they see themselves…

—Virginia Woolf


 



 



 




We may dream and fantasize of being free of stress but such a state is not possible. Stress is a part of the very business of life. The reason is simple: stress is a result of relationships with things and with people. And, since nothing in life is fixed, all things and relationships inevitably change—and a disturbed, formerly stable relationship creates stress. We cannot avoid coming face to face with stress and indeed much of our life is about how we relate to changes.

Usually, we think of stress as something personal, as our own. We may wonder, “How can I relieve my stress?” But when we recognize that stress is a result of  a change in a relationship—involving self and other, not just self—we appreciate how our well-being is best served when our highest priority is the creation and maintenance of healthy relationships. Understanding this point, we are careful to avoid allowing a change in a mutually beneficial relationship—one with a common objective—to create a broken relationship. Our guideline is necessarily “stay connected.”

Stress has a peculiar quality: it doesn’t get better if we try to make it “go away.” That approach to stress only creates separation in the relationship. For example, if I am driving to work and my car suddenly stops for no apparent reason, it does no good to abandon the car on the freeway with a feeling of, “I don’t have to deal with you!” I may experience immediate, temporary relief by walking away from the suddenly stressful situation, but I have not solved the problem in the long run. I have succeeded only in creating additional stress. Many of our relationships with things and people can be just like this.

Life continually presents situations that we would love to make “go away.” The temptation can be great. A coworker says or does something that offends or irritates, initiating the urge to turn your back on him and walk away. Another email arrives in the long queue: you consider the DELETE button with a sense of frustration. The mailman delivers a letter from the IRS informing you that your tax return contains an error, not in your favor: the wastebasket beckons. The  secretary of an important client calls to tell you that today’s meeting—that took you months to arrange—is canceled because “something came up.” You acknowledge politely, avoiding the urge to slam down the telephone and cross the offending person off your list. In each of these situations, “avoiding the hassle” is not creative: it only leads to future problems and potentially greater stress.
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