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When I look deeply into the real form of the universe, everything reveals the mysterious truth of the Buddha. This truth never fails: in every moment and every place, things can’t help but shine with this light.


—TOREI ENJI


I COULD BLAME my involvement in Zen on my parents. My dad was a Presbyterian minister who believed we should look for God in the midst of our ordinary lives. My mom, a less overtly “spiritual” person, was endlessly appreciative of the wonders and beauty of the everyday world. So when I encountered Zen Buddhism in my early twenties, the teachings sounded like what I had been hearing all my life: what is most precious and sacred is right here—all we have to do is turn toward it.


My commitment to the path of Zen is also an expression of a deep yearning for connection that has been with me all my life. This persistent longing—which has so often felt like a problem—has been the compass of my life. When I heard a Zen teacher talk in 1980, he spoke of what I knew in my bones—that though we often experience ourselves as separate and suffering individuals, we are also lovingly held in a vast and luminous web of aliveness.


And I believed him when he said there is a direct path toward waking up to this aliveness.


The path of Zen is not about leaving the world behind or getting something we don’t already have. This path of awakening “simply” requires stopping our incessant busyness and our fervent searching long enough to be able to receive what is already abundantly here. Easier said than done, of course, and so this is where formal meditation practice comes in.


WHEN WE SIT IN ZEN MEDITATION, we’re not trying to rid ourselves of thoughts nor are we cultivating exalted states of mind. We’re practicing the surprisingly difficult work of being who we already are—cultivating a basic friendliness toward ourselves and our experience. Over time, the discipline of meditation can help us grow in our capacity to appreciate the aliveness of each moment, regardless of the content.


But the point of Zen is not about perfecting the art of sitting still. The real-time complexity of our everyday lives is where our most challenging (and rewarding) practice takes place. Zen does not offer a magical escape from the ups and downs of our lives. However, as we learn to meet what is arising with curiosity and compassion, the quality of our ordinary lives is transformed. Even in the midst of the flood of events, emotions, and thoughts, we find something genuinely trustworthy. We stop looking somewhere else and begin to participate more intimately in the truth of this life we already have. Right here, in these exact circumstances.


THIS COLLECTION of short observations and reflections is my “Zen memoir”—a record of my ongoing practice and study of this extraordinary experience we call ordinary life. While written over a period of several years, I have arranged these pieces into the cycle of the seasons of a single year. Each piece stands alone but is also part of a loose overall narrative that includes leaving a home of eighteen years and creating a Zen temple in a lovely old Victorian mansion where I now live, meditate, and teach with my wife Melissa Myozen Blacker, also a Zen teacher.


In the process of writing, I have been increasingly aware that when we talk or write, we are never wholly reporting on something outside ourselves. Each perception and each description is an interpretation, a creation of the moment based on bits of information. In some of these reflections I stick quite closely to what others might be able to verify. In other pieces I have allowed myself to wander far afield—to dream into what I see and hear and feel. This dreaming is one way of presenting what Zen Master Kosho Uchiyama means when he says, “Everything you encounter is your life.” Each encounter is both meeting the eternal Other—what is always outside and unknown—and meeting ourselves in the particular form of the moment.


When I truly hear the hoarse call of the starlings on the birdfeeder, the calling and the hearing become one thing and I find my way into the world where “I” and the starlings are not as separate as it might appear.


At the heart of things, there is a truth that is always revealing itself. Whether we call it the Dharma, or God, or the universe, or aliveness—it is essentially ungraspable. In these writings, I use these names and others as a stand-in for this essence that can never be truly named. But though the true source of our lives is beyond words, we can surely know and come to rely on this mysterious truth.


All of us have had moments, however brief, when we catch a glimpse of the beauty and wonder that surrounds us, that is us. The smell of petunias on a clear June morning, the spontaneous hug of a toddler, the notes of a melody that resonate in our deepest heart, the loving eyes of a friend. In these moments nothing more needs to be said. A smile appears, our eyes brim with tears, we nod in silent recognition.


What we long for is always present, hiding in plain sight. Every situation we encounter contains the truth of our existence. Utterly reliable and always ungraspable, we are never separate from this mysterious aliveness.


My hope is that these reflections will remind you of what you already know and awaken your heart more deeply to the luminous possibility inherent in each moment of every life.
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First Day Back
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MONDAY MORNING—I wake up groggy after a week’s vacation. It’s only 5:30—no need to get up yet. I doze lightly till 6:00 when the urge to pee becomes irresistible. I shuffle to the bathroom, do my business, then slip back between the sheets. A humid night and the warm air already feels oppressive. There’s no drifting back to sleep this morning. I lay here—at the beginning of my day, in the middle of my life—and work with my brain that has already begun to scan the horizon for news of trouble. As usual, there’s an abundance available.


My anxious morning mind is like a young dog out for a walk. Every tree and every bush must be investigated to find out who’s peed there and what the news is. The objects of my worrying investigation this morning are many. The garden is running wild—so many things to be tied up or weeded or dug up and moved. The to-do list in preparation for the next retreat and the workers that may or may not be coming today to repair the newly discovered leak in the roof. Then there is my life-coaching business—do I have enough clients? Will the next workshop really happen? And I should have replaced my website years ago—I can usually ignore this undone task, but this morning I can’t seem to stay away from it.


Like a kindly yet firm owner, I allow my doggy mind to sniff around and try to keep him moving. I’d prevent him from engaging in this low-class sniffing behavior if I could, but we’ve had that battle for years, and he (my mind) always wins. This morning, using my firmest and not-angry-at-all owner’s voice I say, “We’re not going to spend ten minutes on each smell, each worrisome thought that comes by.” So we explore briefly and keep moving. I notice that it’s the same everywhere I look. This morning, everything I encounter is evidence of my deficiency and the impending falling-apart of my life.


But stepping back, even just a little, I admire the brilliance of this mind-state. This anxious mind manifests an unshakable confidence that what it is seeing is the Truth. No soft liberal relativism here. This part of me is sure that he’s exactly right. And from this confidence, an endless creativity arises: everything that arises is used to bolster the argument. Each new observation is used to further support the perspective that the world is a worrisome place and I am deep in Real Trouble now.


My strategy this morning is just trying not to get totally hooked into one problem—to keep my doggy mind moving. And while I’m still partly asleep, I scan for other ways of working with this worried mind, strategies that might be helpful. I look for images or feelings or dreams that may be lurking in the corner.


In my mind, I come across an image of my hands moving in a way that reminds me of the flow of the flood tide coming up the Medomack River of coastal Maine. While the overall direction is clear and powerful—the tide is irresistibly coming in—the movement of the water in any particular place is chaotic and turbulent. Eddies and microcurrents flow in every direction. Two months ago, I sat in my kayak near the mouth of the river. The tide is full flood and the water beneath my boat seems to be flowing in many directions at once. I imagine that if every current were visible, it would look like an intricate paisley pattern of interlocking curls. Floating in my kayak, I let the gentle currents push me around—spinning the boat and taking me first one direction, then the other.


For some reason, this image, this memory, is comforting to me. Maybe all these worries are just the many currents of my life. Perhaps there is a larger direction that holds it all. What if I trust the deeper flow and just allow the boat of my self to turn with the currents?


I raise my hand to my face and touch my cheek. “There, there,” I say to myself. “Everything will be just fine.” I’m almost surprised to feel the stubble from my beard. This scared little boy is actually a man who still needs comfort and reassurance on this first morning back in the saddle of his work-life.


And I think of how much I love to ride horses—the power and beauty of their galloping aliveness.


Ah… the trustworthy energy of life, in all its many forms—now I remember.




Parallel Play
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SINCE BEFORE my daughter was born in 1986, I’ve had a pottery studio in our house. When she was just an infant, I used to carry her down to the studio and she would sit on my lap as we played together with the clay. (First lesson: We don’t eat clay.) Later on, in high school, she learned how to throw pots on the potter’s wheel and we worked together on making lots of pots for several pottery sales to support her college expenses. We often sat at our wheels—side-by-side—throwing. She made the bowls and I made the mugs.


Yesterday, we spent the day glazing pots in preparation for two final firings and the dismantling of the studio for our upcoming move. My wife and I are heading to a new home—a sprawling building that we will be making into a Zen Buddhist temple. As my daughter and I mix the glazes and dip our pots, I am very aware that this is almost certainly our last day working together in this studio. Though the new place has room in a huge garage, it is not certain that we will ever set up a clay studio again. This awareness and these thoughts make me unbelievably sad—that kind of sadness that rises like a wave and threatens to crash over me and drag me out to sea.
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