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DID YOU EVER WONDER WHY R2-D2 IS ALWAYS CALM AND COOL UNDER PRESSURE, THE KEY TO THE REBELLION’S SURVIVAL, AND THE ONE WHO NEVER FAILS TO SAVE THE DAY? COULD IT BE BECAUSE HE’S SECRETLY A ZEN MASTER?


Discover your inner R2 — and the truth about who you really are!


This illuminating romp unfolds in the form of a fictional dialogue between the author — a die-hard Star Wars devotee with a deep connection to Zen — and two cosplayers dressed as C-3PO and R2-D2 who insist on being called by their character names. Along the way, you’ll come to see what everyone’s favorite astromech can teach us about peace, happiness, and life’s true meaning.
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PRAISE FOR THE ZEN OF R2-D2 AND MATTHEW BORTOLIN


”Delightfully refreshing! Each page of this book is like looking at the world through the lens of R2’s photoceptor.”


— Becca Benjamin, Tarkin’s Top Shelf and Kanata’s Castle podcasts


“With humor, strong examples, and timeless wisdom, Bortolin offers a new way to think about a pop culture phenomenon.” — Publishers Weekly


“Bortolin’s pleasant humor and simple directness is immensely enjoyable and thought-provoking.” — Robert A. Johnson, author of Owning Your Own Shadow: Understanding the Dark Side of the Psyche


“Finding spirituality in Star Wars can bring that galaxy far, far away a lot closer to home.” — Newsweek
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MAKING NEW FRIENDS AT STAR WARS CELEBRATION


He’s a foul-mouthed, greasy bucket of bolts, but there is no one in Star Wars that embodies the qualities of Zen like R2-D2.


I have barely finished typing these words on my laptop when a familiar golden protocol droid shuffles up to me and says in a lilting British accent, “Pardon me, sir. Are you talking to me?”


I realize I had spoken the words aloud and say, “It’s something I’m writing, C-3PO. While we wait for Star Wars Celebration to start.”




You meet all kinds in line for these Star Wars conventions. So, it’s no big deal when you find yourself sitting next to C-3PO — or a cosplayer indistinguishable from him.


This “C-3PO” flips up the front of his mask revealing the kindly face of a man in his autumn years. He extends his metal-gloved hand.


“A pleasure to meet you,” he says around a charming smile. “I am Anthony. The little fellow inside the R2-unit beside me is Kenny.”


To Anthony’s right is a perfect replica of R2-D2. The droid’s dome cracks open an inch or two, and from inside there’s a flash of bright eyes and wriggling fingers waving hello. Then the dome clicks shut, and a fusillade of beeps and boops erupt from the costumed robot as it jostles cheerfully back and forth.


“He would like to know what you’re writing. He seems to think it’s about him.”


“You understand those noises?” I ask incredulously. “The beeps make no sense to me.”


Anthony pulls down his mask, and once again I’m staring into C-3PO’s illuminated eyes.


“I am fluent in over six million forms of communication,” Anthony quips in a perfect imitation of the movie character. “What is it you’re writing, sir?” He gestures to the computer in my lap and the words I had just typed.


“Oh, it’s a book about R2 and Zen.”


C-3PO/Anthony straightens up in surprise.


“The stormtrooper turned Resistance fighter?”


“Not ‘Finn,’ Zen. It’s a way of living that unlocks profound happiness and wisdom. It’s the path of insight and compassion that brings freedom and unsurpassed appreciation for life.”


“That is a great many things for such a small word,” the C-3PO lookalike replies. “I don’t see what R2 has to do with any of them. Are you sure you’re not thinking of Master Yoda?”


Despite what my new friend thinks, there is a lot R2 can teach us about Zen.


“Just give me some time and I’ll explain,” I say out loud.


“Oh, we have plenty of that, sir,” C-3PO/Anthony says, placing a hand on R2’s head. “Ever since BB-8 came around, there’s not a lot for R2 and I to do.”
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R2 SAVES THE DAY


“Okay, C-3PO — err, I mean Anthony, we’ve got several hours until the opening ceremonies of Star Wars Celebration. Where should we start?”


“Please allow me the pleasure of this conceit, sir. When my mask is on call me 3PO.”


“Gladly,” I say. “And I’ll call Kenny, R2. Sound good?”


“Excellent choice, sir. To answer your question about where to start, I typically prefer the beginning,” 3PO says. He tilts his head to listen as Kenny makes a series of beeps from inside R2. “R2 agrees. The beginning is the best place to start.”


“In that case, let’s begin with Bodhidharma.”


“Very good, sir. R2 and I visited there once. Humid planet. Very hard on the joints.”




“Bodhidharma isn’t a planet, 3PO. He’s a man. A monk. From Earth. A sage who is credited with founding Zen Buddhism.”


Bodhidharma (pronounced bo-dee-dar-ma) was a Buddhist monk living sometime in the fifth century. He traveled from India (or Afghanistan) to China to share Buddhism with the people of that region. When he got there, he was not pleased with what he found.


China at the time was a hotbed of philosophical discourse and emerging ideas. People were eager to learn new ways of thinking and use that knowledge to create a better life. Buddhist writings had recently been translated into the local language, and the Chinese took to them with vigor, debating the merits of Buddhism alongside homegrown philosophies like Confucianism and Taoism.


Unfortunately, much of Buddhism in China became steeped in superstition. People believed it could grant magical power or provide riches in the next life. Many rulers built Buddhist temples and dagobas — these were tombs housing Buddhist relics, not swampy planets hiding fugitive Jedi masters — to gain merit that would benefit them above others. Intellectuals spent much of their time systematizing Buddhist concepts and debating the finer philosophical points of the Buddha’s teachings instead of living life the way he modeled and advised.


Bodhidharma came upon all this and became very grumpy.


“You can see for yourself just how grumpy. Look at these pictures,” I say, calling up Bodhidharma’s image on my browser.




R2 emits a high-pitched squeal. From inside, Kenny makes his domed head spin around like a top.


“I heartily agree with R2, sir,” 3PO says. “What a terrifying visage. Rather reminiscent of Master Luke on Ahch-To, I’m afraid.”


“There are similarities between those two masters, 3PO,” I reply.


Luke had grown disenchanted with the Jedi Order and it’s no wonder Bodhidharma wasn’t happy with the version of Buddhism he discovered in China. To say it had wandered a bit off the path would perhaps be an understatement. The written teachings that the intellectuals were fussing over conveyed much of Buddhism’s deepest insight, but the Chinese had turned that wisdom into mental games and word play. Chinese Buddhists sat around smugly and argued in clever little debates about the nature of reality, the meaning of life, and the definition of wisdom.


The intellectuals had lost the essence of the Buddha’s teachings and turned it into mere philosophy concerned with fancy concepts and ideas, and sounding smart.


R2 beeps and whistles.


“R2 says they sound like a hive of mindless philosophers,” translates C-3PO.


I nod. “Philosophies that don’t help us improve how we live are a waste of time.”


And Bodhidharma set out to show the early Buddhists of China just how much time they’d wasted. He left their ivory towers, echoing with their babbling voices, and entered a mountain cave in silence. For the next nine years, he stayed in that cave saying nothing and practicing meditation almost exclusively.


“In fact, that’s how Zen got its name. Zen means meditation. And zazen — the practice modern Zen Buddhists do every day — literally translates as ‘sitting meditation.’ ”


Meditation was Bodhidharma’s response to the excessive talk and conceptual gobbledygook of his contemporaries. It was as though he was telling them, You talk and debate and intellectualize — but the true meaning of Buddhism is not found in your words or ideas. It is found in the silence one experiences when the thinking and talking have stopped. It’s a direct pointing at the heart of reality.


Legend has it that Bodhidharma was so committed to making this point as clear as possible that he ripped off his eyelids — that way he wouldn’t fall asleep and would be able to give more time to meditation.


“How ghastly,” chimes C-3PO. “But I do not see what this Bodhidharma person has to do with R2.”


“Look at R2’s radar eye,” I say. “Do you see an eyelid?”


C-3PO’s head pivots from me to R2 and back to me as if he can’t believe what I’m suggesting.


“But, sir! You can’t possibly believe — ”


“And then there’s Bodhidharma’s commitment to meditation,” I continue, ignoring 3PO’s protest. “If I recall correctly, R2 spent several years in meditative silence after Kylo Ren burned down Luke’s Jedi Temple.”


“I would not call low-power mode meditative silence — ”


“But most of all, it’s Bodhidharma’s emphasis on direct experience and wholehearted action, rather than thinking and debating about abstract ideas, that most reminds me of R2-D2. You see, 3PO, Zen is the art of directly experiencing life as it is. It’s about living wholeheartedly in the present moment.”


Living wholeheartedly in the present means being fully attentive to the here and now. For example, you brush your teeth wholeheartedly when your mind is actively brushing them along with your toothbrush, hand, and mouth. When your mind is daydreaming or making plans, you can’t experience tooth-brushing directly, and because life is only lived in the present, that means you missed out on part of it. If your mind is always in the clouds, you miss out on all of it. So, the first step of Zen is to be here now.


“Sound familiar, R2?”


C-3PO translates the little droid’s beeps and boops, “My counterpart says he remembers being cold and wet when he heard something like that — from Master Yoda.”


“That’s right. R2 was outside Yoda’s hut on Dagobah when the Jedi master was scolding Luke for daydreaming and never paying attention.


“This one a long time have I watched,” Yoda said of Luke. “All his life how he looked away . . . to the future, the horizon. Never his mind on where he was. Hmm? What he was doing. Hmph.”


Paying attention and wholeheartedly acting in the present is how we come to fully appreciate life, understand its mysteries, and know the right thing to do in each moment. And it is the only way to be fully alive.


R2 embodies the spirit of direct experience and wholehearted action without even trying (which is the only way do it, really). R2 behaves intuitively. He acts spontaneously. When something needs to be done, R2 does it — without hesitation and with no thought of self-interest, results, or reward. Such wholehearted and direct action is one of the hallmarks of living the way Zen teaches.


“See, 3PO, a person who practices Zen responds constructively to what’s needed in the present. You can’t do that if you’re daydreaming or if your head is filled with a bunch of concepts and ideas, like those ancient Chinese philosophers. Ideas don’t save the day. Action does. And no one saves the day with direct action quite like R2-D2.


“Let’s see how . . .”
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R2 DOESN’T HAVE DELUSIONS OF GRANDEUR


Remember the time Leia and company were fleeing Cloud City in the Millennium Falcon? Imperial agents were hot on their trail, but Lando and Chewbacca had the ship primed to finally throw off Darth Vader’s pursuit.


“All right, Chewie. Ready for lightspeed,” Lando said from the pilot’s seat.


“If your people fixed the hyperdrive,” Leia pointed out. “All the coordinates are set. It’s now or never.”


“Punch it!” cried Lando.


The coordinates may have been ready, but the hyperdrive wasn’t. The engine coughed and spluttered like one of General Grevious’ wheezing fits, and instead of rocketing to lightspeed, the Falcon just limped through space on sublight engines, leaving Leia, Chewie, Lando, and Luke vulnerable to Vader and his star destroyer’s grasping tractor beam.


There was no hope of escape this time.


At least that’s how things appeared. But even when things seem to be at their worst, they may be the very conditions needed for everything to go right. You just have to look at things from the right point of view.


Bodhidharma went into his cave to teach the Chinese the importance of meditation. He showed them that the better life they sought could only be found in direct experience. When you meditate the way Bodhidharma taught, you directly experience your mind, you “look deeply” into it. When you examine your mind, you come to understand how your thinking and perceptions create your view of the world, including your ideas of happiness, success, and tragedy — like the pending disaster the Falcon crew was facing. Looking deeply doesn’t require thinking. It’s more like actively observing, and it’s what happens when you wholeheartedly engage the present. Through direct experience you recognize that your worst nightmares “depend largely on your own point of view,” to paraphrase Obi-Wan Kenobi. Your point of view is colored by conditioning, judgment, personal experience, even whether you are tired or hungry. But when you aren’t caught by one point of view or another, and you are open to possibilities, what seems like disaster may really be your salvation.


Let’s return to the Falcon.


In the back of the ship, R2 was repairing C-3PO.




“Why don’t we just go into lightspeed?” C-3PO wondered aloud.


R2 beeped in response.


“We can’t? How would you know the hyperdrive is deactivated?” C-3PO demanded. “The city’s central computer told you? R2-D2, you know better than to trust a strange computer.”


R2 didn’t like being lectured by his ungrateful patient. He burned C-3PO with his arc welder.


“Ouch! Pay attention to what you’re doing!”


But R2 was paying attention to what he was doing. He was responding to the most immediate need — the hyperdrive.


While Lando panicked and Leia stressed and Chewie growled, R2 rolled to the rescue.


“R2, come back at once!” 3PO ordered. “You haven’t finished with me yet! You don’t know how to fix the hyperdrive. Chewbacca can do it. I’m standing here in pieces, and you’re having delusions of grandeur!”


The only person deluded was C-3PO. R2 saw things with perfect clarity.


That’s what people who embody Zen do. They see clearly and then they act appropriately. They aren’t fooled by perceptions of fairness or who is at fault (like Lando). They aren’t fixated on their small, self-centered needs (like C-3PO). They aren’t flustered by overthinking repair strategies (like Chewbacca). Because they live lives of direct experience, their minds aren’t cluttered with useless concepts. They simply see what needs to be done and they do it.


He certainly did, didn’t he, 3PO?


In the convention center waiting room, 3PO hesitates. I can almost see the gears working inside his head. Finally he admits, “R2 has been known to get things right . . . from time to time. Had it not been for the city central computer, however, I doubt very much he would have ever known the Millennium Falcon’s hyperdrive was deactivated and not damaged. There would have been no heroics in that case.”
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