



[image: image]


Dedication to a Friend
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As we walked through the evening darkness up a mountain road near Santa Cruz, a good friend and fellow therapist engaged me in an earnest conversation about relationships in general, which led us to his own. A family and marital counselor himself, he was not ignorant of the pitfalls of and challenges to intimacy and long-term commitment. He heard about them day in and day out with his clients. But, more to the point, he was living them. A difficult marriage and bitter divorce followed by several unsatisfying encounters left him alone, lonely, and depressed.

He looked to me not only as a friend and therapist, but also because of my twenty-five-year relationship with the same woman—my wife, my partner, my love—Melanie. How did we do it? How are we still doing it?

And so, my friend, here is my offering—a testament to the value of Buddhist wisdom and practice in matters of the heart. I hope it is useful to you and to anyone we both ever encounter who cherishes affection and intimacy as a noble path to self-discovery, service, and joy.



The Passionate Buddha
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“Robert Sachs is himself a passionate Buddha, as well as a longtime Buddhist practitioner, husband and father, healer and teacher. I find a lot in this book that helps us to further our sacred relationships by learning to open the spiritual heart, deal with anger and inner conflict, love and accept ourselves and others, and live a more enlightened life.

Wisdom and love are the essence of spirit and represent the innate qualities of awakened mind and heart; practices of meditation and self-inquiry such as those found here are the tools to unfold the marvelous natural resources within us. I heartily recommend The Passionate Buddha to all on the spiritual path.”

Surya Das, author of Awakening the Buddha Within and founder of Dzogchen Foundation



Introduction

As human beings we have a basic nature in us known as goodness . . . absolute goodness, which is spotless, fantastic. . . . What is the nature of that goodness? That goodness possesses tremendous gentleness. Why is it gentle? Because as human beings we can make love. We can stroke somebody with a gentle touch; we can kiss somebody with gentle understanding. We can appreciate somebody’s beauty.

—THE VENERABLE CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA RINPOCHE, FROM A PUBLIC TALK AT THE UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO, MARCH 12, 1978


TRUE LOVE

I wonder if it is a natural human impulse or notion to believe in true love. If one reads works from some of the world’s great literary traditions, turns on a TV during the daytime soaps, listens to anything from classical to rock music through the ages, or even waits in a grocery checkout line, secretly glancing at the tabloids or rows of romance novels awaiting a last-minute purchase, this would seem to be the case. I know that in my own life and in the lives of friends, colleagues, and clients with whom I’ve had heart-to-heart moments, the very notion of true love serves to define what is and is not valuable or acceptable in a passionate, enduring relationship.

Personally, as naively idealistic as it may seem, I have grown to have confidence in true love. I see it as the only path to liberation and fulfillment for each and every human being. Yet for me to define what I or any other person really means by the concept of true love only evokes the Buddhist story of the blindfolded wise men who, each having touched a different part of a grown elephant, are asked to say what it was. Each one in turn hazards a different guess based on the specific characteristics of the area he touched and based on his own experience. Thus it is with true love. We have a sense of it based on our own life experiences. But none of those experiences adequately encompass the seemingly limitless facets of true love that lovers and seekers have felt, sung, and written about over the ages.

What then is it that makes a notion as seemingly indefinable as true love so enduring? Buddhist tradition teaches that our essential nature is basically good. This goodness, quite simply, is love. To be in love, to act in a loving way toward ourselves and others, is an external expression of how in touch we are with our own basic goodness—our own loving nature.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama speaks passionately about the value of human affection. Love, it would seem, is of primary importance. And, in the infinite way we as humans display love and affection, my sense is that all lovers and would-be lovers of the world would agree that romantic love is the most dizzying, confusing, challenging—and possibly the most endearing—expression of our loving nature. In a sense, in the bewildering experience of losing ourselves in true romantic love with another, we are actually finding ourselves. Not only do the two become one, but each one becomes more whole.
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In the bewildering experience of losing ourselves in true romantic love with another, we are actually finding ourselves.
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That said, I don’t mean to simplify love as the answer. For the path we travel to fully actualize love in our lives is fraught with numerous pitfalls—almost all self-created.

To paraphrase Gampopa, the great Tibetan physician and Buddhist teacher, as he said in his work The Supreme Path of Discipleship: The Precepts for the Gurus, “It is the sign of a superior man that he treat all with equanimity yet still has a few good friends.” Thus, Gampopa encourages us to identify with our absolute, unconditional loving nature while recognizing our personal preferences, our tendencies toward greater affinity with certain people. The Buddhist approach sees no real contradiction in this. Bliss and equanimity can coexist with personal happiness and satisfaction. Life lived to its fullest with complete awareness of what enlightenment is really all about can be full-bodied and juicy. Indeed, even the sacred and profane are not separate.
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“It is the sign of a superior man that he treat all with equanimity yet still has a few good friends.”

—GAMPOPA
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What prevents us from embracing these paradoxes and this way of being is merely the force of habits reinforced over lifetimes, so deeply ingrained that they lead us to take our life circumstances and our personal characteristics far too seriously. The Buddhist approach to this dilemma and all the suffering it creates for us is to loosen these habit patterns so that we feel a bit more space. From this expansiveness we can turn around and gain a broader perspective; we can once again experience our loving nature. The practice of Buddhist meditation and techniques for self-transformation allows us to use skillful means and wisdom—expressions of the male and female principles respectively—in balanced action to infuse our real world situations with these ideals. What is the result of such an approach?

More than likely, in the tangled web we have created over our own lifetime as a result of our conditioned habit patterns, where we have good (perhaps more enlightened) and not so good days, the benefits of such a practice are ambiguous at best. Yet, over time we may notice in ourselves a softening, an opening, that allows more and more of the absolute view—which is an expression of our loving nature, our basic goodness—to shine through.

In relationship terms, we find it easier to have love and compassion for more and more others and, strangely, more likely than not, there just so happens to arise for us a special someone. If there is already a special someone, a Beloved, in our lives, our appreciation for who that person is—rather than how we want or expect him or her to be—grows.
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The Passionate Buddha is about fully opening to our loving nature by breaking the habits we have created that prevent us from being in and finding love—learning to trust our heart, opening up to possibilities, working with our anger and other difficult emotions. We live in a time when divorce rates are high, unprotected sex can lead to disease or even death, single-parent families are the norm, cyber-sex is the dominant attraction on the information superhighway, and more and more people medicate their feelings of loneliness and despair. In these conditions, it seems imperative to offer a book that addresses how we can come to trust our loving nature, break the habits that alienate us from ourselves and others, and develop healthy, fulfilling, lasting relationships.

The “Wisdom on Intimacy” the book’s subtitle refers to does not call for new learning or for cramming something external into our heads. Rather, it calls forth what we already know, deep down inside. Once we dissolve the tight grip of reinforced habit patterns that define how we see others and ourselves, a natural way of being emerges, one that is informed and inspired by our inherent and very wise loving nature. Our choice of action—even our choice of partner—is therefore no longer based on reflex or impulse, but on something more true to who we really are and in sync with what we really need. From a space of total noncontrivance, true love arises naturally with a mate whom we select and who selects us spontaneously and effortlessly—as if it were meant to be that way.

One of the premises of this book is that it is indeed that way and that there are practical steps one can take to make this happen. And any relationship—be it romantic, platonic, or other—that rests upon this loving, timeless, centerless center of being can endure almost any trial or tribulation. This is the secret behind creating lasting love. This is the Buddhist way.




WHO AM I TO BE WRITING THIS BOOK?

I have been a Buddhist practicing within the Tibetan tradition since 1975. And I have been married to the same person for almost the exact same amount of time. What I share here is the culmination of what I have learned (to date) from Buddhist practice that has guided my marriage, as well as what I have learned from my marriage that has enriched my practice of Buddhism. For it is my firm conviction that the heart of any tradition cannot survive unless its teachings are tested by and integrated into our everyday lives in a way that enriches the roles and relationships we develop as we grow; thus, its message comes alive with meaning rather than being sterile or dogmatic.

While I refer throughout this text to various Buddhist masters and their teachings, I want it to be clear from the start that I am a Buddhist practitioner and not a Buddhist “authority.” I speak from my own life experience as a lover, husband, father, and social worker, who has spent uncounted hours listening to and being with friends and clients as they sought and worked on intimate relationships. All of these life roles have been influenced by the teachings and practices I have learned from honored Buddhist masters of today and yesterday. My intention in this volume is to offer what has worked for me thus far in the hope that it touches you, the reader, as well.

To illustrate my points in The Passionate Buddha, I present truths from the Mahayana tradition of Buddhism and share teachings of enlightened Buddhist masters of the past and present. In particular, I rely on particular poignant sayings from these masters that—in this age of relationship chaos and confusion—function as powerful tools. Through clever turns of phrase, these masters highlight what most of us go through in our relationships, and they remind us that it is possible to be different from the way we find ourselves being in the moment. In my twenty-five years of marriage thus far, I have found these bits of wisdom a great aid in breaking up icebergs and filling in chasms leading to potential disaster.

My commentary on these sayings is coupled with practical suggestions on how to integrate these principles in relationships. I also present meditations and visualizations that are useful for becoming more comfortable with ourselves and living with and loving others. Finally, I present a frank exploration of topics not frequently spoken of in Buddhist circles or teachings, but which are extremely relevant to all of us seeking or living in an intimate relationship; these include contraception, abortion, anger, wanderlust, and infidelity.

All in all, it is my intention to engage the reader as someone with whom I share the same wishes and dreams: to feel whole, alive, connected, and in love. That my insights come from my life experiences put within the context of Buddhist philosophy and practice in no way implies that the reader need be a Buddhist to derive value from this volume. For Buddhism is more a set of tools than it is an “-ism.” Certainly there will be times when the Buddhist ethical or moral position on certain matters may seem to contradict some other religious views. Hopefully, for the discerning reader, this will provide food for thought rather than become a stumbling block. For the most part, however, the teachings and tools of the Buddha presented here are easily applied to whatever spiritual path or orientation the reader may follow.
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In closing, I want to remind people that, unless we are God or the Buddha, life is a mystery. Absolute reality, our loving nature, can be approached only through the murky labyrinth of our everyday lives. You will have to take the teachings and sayings presented along with the anecdotes I provide and see how they fit in with your own life.

Expect uncertainty to be your friend and inspiration. Ambiguity rules the day. In fact, if you spend too much time trying to figure it all out, to get it all right, to be together and fully in control, chances are you’ll end up miserable and alone. If you think you can figure someone else out or if you’re living under the hallucination that you fully understand your partner or spouse, you are courting disaster for your relationship.

In the words of a wonderful female bard of the nineties, Sarah McLachlan, we are all just “fumbling towards ecstasy.” Ultimately the path we tread or stumble along is our own, and we won’t take anything or anyone else with us when we go. Yet although we are alone, we need not be lonely. If we open our eyes, relax our minds, and offer our hearts to those around us, there is no doubt in my mind that we shall receive in kind—and the journey will be that much richer and more joyful. Such a path invites intimacy into our lives. And with the experience of intimacy there arises a whole new understanding of what it means to be in a committed, enduring relationship.





Part One

The Foundation of Buddhist Ideals in Relationships




1

The Prince Who Found the Secrets of Our Loving Nature

Having enjoyed a delicious sweet taste,

And having sometimes tasted what is bitter,

Do not greedily enjoy the sweet taste,

Do not feel aversion toward the bitter.

When touched by pleasant contact, do not be enthralled, 

Do not tremble when touched by pain. 

Look evenly on both the pleasant and painful, 

Not drawn or repelled by anything.

—THE BUDDHA (FROM DAILY WISDOM: 365 BUDDHIST INSPIRATIONS, BY JOSH BARTOK, P. 62)

By the time Siddhartha Gautama was in his early twenties, he had it all. He was handsome, athletic, and brilliant. Standing in line to inherit a palace to put any mansion to shame, he was married to a devoted, beautiful wife, Yasodhara, and had numerous consorts and the finest entertainment to satisfy his every whim—day or night. A king-to-be, he’d even been blessed by his young wife with a strong, energetic son, Rahula, ensuring the continuation of his family’s lineage and legacy.

What more could a guy ask for? Life seemed absolutely perfect—at least from a certain point of view. Indeed, most people would hold the view that it couldn’t get much better than this.

But every point of view is just that—a small or perhaps even large dot in infinite space. Only those with limited capacity or those totally seduced by the phantasms of their own minds can accept any one perspective as the only game going. Thus, with his inquisitive mind and capacity for insight, Siddhartha could not completely embrace this illusion of perfection as being all there was to life. He sensed that there was more to it all.

And so, with a trusty, loyal attendant, Siddhartha decided to venture outside the grounds of his perfect royal domain—to go beyond the boundaries his parents had painstakingly laid out around him. He wanted to see what he had not yet seen and maybe scratch the itch he had not been able to ease in his palatial splendor.

Of course, when one goes looking for answers beyond one’s usual borders, one rarely gets what one expects. And so it was for Siddhartha. Stepping into the world outside the hermetically sealed one he had been living in, he encountered scenes of life that taught him three truths he had never been faced with. He saw a sick person, an old person, and a dead person.

Siddhartha’s parents had tried to shield him from the precarious and impermanent nature of life. Sick servants were always removed. Old ones were replaced with young ones. Death was never mentioned. For any pain or sickness the prince might have, there was always the finest doctor available to ease any malady that might suggest his own mortality. Yet, we are all aware of how our own bodies and minds change as we come into adulthood. Our very existence begs us to ask these questions: “What else is there?” “What happens next?” “What’s the purpose in all this anyway?”

Witnessing possibilities he’d had inklings of but now saw to be real, Siddhartha was deeply moved. If all he had been surrounded by was as impermanent as all he now encountered, then the eternal youthfulness of his sheltered life was a mere contrivance and there was no purpose in perpetuating it for its own sake. After all, the people on the street outside of his palace didn’t have such a luxury.

What was lasting and meaningful in living? Siddhartha was consumed by this question. His bubble of privilege—and with it his naivete—had burst. And late one night, under disguise, he ran off.

At first Siddhartha thought that he had to give everything up: his palace, his riches, his family and title, even his wife and beloved son. He joined the mendicant yogis in the jungles and beside the rivers. He starved himself, became a renunciate. For years he practiced many austerities. Finally, emaciated and near death, he came to the realization that he was no closer to answering his question about life by renouncing his humanity than he had been while languishing with angst in his palace of pleasure.

If having it all didn’t work, and getting rid of it all didn’t work either, what did work? At this point, Siddhartha came to his senses, took a bath in the river, and enjoyed a bowl of rice and curds given him by a girl from a nearby farm.

These were not mere events in Siddhartha’s history. The acts of bathing and eating rice and curds offered by a farm girl had profound significance. For, according to the doctrine that Siddhartha, the Buddha-to-be, was to teach, wisdom is the activity of the feminine principle. And here the Buddha’s story is resplendent with imagery that is wholly feminine: the water, the farm girl, the curds she offers. Gentleness and the simplicity of a young woman’s common sense wisdom are what revived Siddhartha. Touched by the loving nature of another, he was able to reconnect with his own humanity and the preciousness of his own life. Thus, this event became an intrinsic part of his spiritual journey and the truth he was to share over the course of the rest of his life.

Refreshed by food and kindness, Siddhartha could see that neither the extremes of indulgence nor the denial of the senses was helpful to us as humans. There needed to be a balance. But to reach such a balance, to be able to avoid such extremes, was no small task. So, for six days, Siddhartha sat quietly. His years as an ascetic had given him great contemplative and meditative skills. These were now tempered with his new awareness of balance, so that he knew not to get all tight and twisted up; to relax, to experience gentleness and goodness.

Later on, the Buddha was to identify these two complementary forces in the process and full manifestation of enlightenment: skillful means, or the male principle, and wisdom, or the female principle. Skillful means and wisdom, the male and the female, are inseparable, both equally respected for the qualities they foster in us. For when the two come together, our actions are both sane and compassionate. We then act as a Buddha.

For six years, Siddhartha watched the gross and subtle ways in which his mind would vacillate between too tight and too loose, between too stoic and too sentimental. As he worked his way through his own psychophysical labyrinth to a state of perfect equanimity, all confusion was overcome; Siddhartha came to the balance and clarity he was looking for. Furthermore, he recognized that he was no different from anyone else, and that what he had found was none other than the inherent birthright of each and every being. What he had found and what he was now fully connected with was basic good-ness—the loving nature that is who we are—resplendent with all the power and joy that comes with it.

In his translation of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, Robert Thurman, with poetic eloquence, portrays this liberation that Siddhartha and all Buddhas of the past, present, and future represent:

Liberation—the cessation of self-addiction—results in a powerful and durable happiness, a vibrant and sustaining bliss. That special overflowing of joy makes the small worldly joys previously knowable in the tight trap of self-addiction seem paltry and pathetic. And the final bonus is that this relatively ultimate bliss, this supreme beatitude of the happiness of real freedom, naturally realizes that the lack of isolated, fixed, and independent self is just equivalent to the presence of all totally interrelated things and beings, inconceivably intertwining endlessly throughout immeasurable eternity and unencompassable infinity. Free from all the cravings for nothing and oblivions, there is a personal destiny of endless involvement with limitless others. All this spurs you to share your happiness and to release the flow of your love, without the slightest diminution of your ultimate nirvana of indivisible bliss and freedom.1

What we see here in Thurman’s breathtaking encapsulation of enlightenment, or of the experience of the enlightened, is a person who no longer feels isolated or alienated. A liberated, enlightened being feels totally connected with everyone else, and anything but the full and joyful expression of his or her loving nature no longer exists as a possibility; anything short of that full expression would be a limitation of the potential that being has now fully realized. In the words of Lama Ole Nydahl, Siddhartha now lived in the truth that “every atom vibrates with joy and is held together by love.”
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“Every atom vibrates with joy and is held together by love.”

—LAMA OLE NYDAHL
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Siddhartha—now the Buddha—could also see what it is in us that prevents us from experiencing this way of being. Each of us suffers in our own unique way, and that suffering is caused by what the Buddha called the Three Poisons of ignorance, attachment, and aggression. To translate this into our everyday experience: we don’t have a full picture of what is going on (ignorance); we get stuck in the ways we see things and the ways we would like to see them (attachment); and we get mad as hell with anyone who disagrees with or challenges our version of what we think is going on (aggression).

Looking at these three, each of us—if we are at all honest about our experience—must confess to being poisoned. In our own blindness to the way things are, we build up biases and preferences that limit our reality and cut us off from appreciating one another wholeheartedly. Even our worst behavior as viewed from the wisdom eye of the Buddha is not rooted in our being bad or evil; we are merely misguided.
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In our own blindness to the way things are, we build up biases and preferences that limit our reality and cut us off from appreciating one another wholeheartedly.


[image: image]

It is interesting to note how modern psychology has labeled certain dysfunctional relationships as toxic—very much in keeping with the notion of the Three Poisons. However, where modern psychology asserts that this toxicity is rooted in our primary relationships in this lifetime, which need to be explored and worked through, the Buddha saw this as a personal, intimate issue for each and every one of us since beginningless 
time.*1 Lifetime after lifetime, individually and collectively, we have been influenced by these Three Poisons. They are always present in an unenlightened state. Dysfunction is the norm. Until we are free of these Three Poisons, our relationships will inevitably be tainted to some degree, hence dysfunctional.

Thus, the Buddha sought to introduce methods to transform the Three Poisons: where ignorance becomes an ineffable lightness of being and resourcefulness, attachment gives way to a vast and limitless mind, and aggression is transmuted into sparks of spontaneity and joy. This he called the dharma.

In more parochial texts, dharma is translated as the truth, and sometimes the path. In fact, the term dharma embraces both of these notions. The more literal translation of dharma is the way things are. What is implied in this term is an understanding of how things are in this world and the methods one can use to transform the Three Poisons into qualities of enlightenment.


THE HUMAN PREDICAMENT: BUILT FOR PLEASURE

When the Buddha sat in his meditative equipoise beneath the Bodhi tree some 2,500 years ago, as his mind wrestled with the subtleties of too loose versus too tight, he was able to clearly perceive and identify Six Realms of Existence, each one inhabited by beings dominated by a particular negative emotional state. He saw that those dominated by the emotion of hate live in a state of mind and being that is hellish. These hell beings are so tormented, primarily by the experience of feeling overheated or frigid to an extreme degree, that they focus on nothing but their own suffering. Those dominated by avarice and desperation experience a ghostly existence. Whatever they want is almost always out of reach, and if they do chance to reach it, it never turns out to be the right thing anyway. Those whose ignorance leads them to be preoccupied with survival at all costs, and to pursue only what their biology dictates, live as animals always wary of predators. Driven by urges, they can never fully rest or feel at ease. Those who are jealous of what others have, wanting more than practicality may suggest or even more than is necessary for comfort, experience the negative emotional state of rich and powerful demigods or titans. Those who are intoxicated by the attributes and acquisitions they already have, who revel in illusion of the blissful perfection they are surrounded by, who are proud of their own stature and oblivious to the needs of others (unless those needs can somehow be manipulated to serve their own needs), are in the state of mind and being of worldly gods.

The five realms mentioned thus far of hell beings, ghosts, animals, titans, and worldly gods are not necessarily unique to the teachings of the Buddha. These types of beings exist in the mythologies and lore of virtually every culture in the world. The Buddha’s particular offering was to clearly delineate the action of the Three Poisons in the mental state and actual being of the entities existing in each of these realms.

What, then, of humans? The human realm, according to the Buddha’s teachings, is the sixth realm, the one he viewed as somewhat distinct from the other realms of existence. The negative emotional states that the Buddha saw associated with the other realms are relatively clear and their consequences seemingly obvious. But for humans, things are not so well defined. In our more ambiguous reality, the Buddha identified the predominant negative emotion or driving force as desire, or passion, which can lead us to get caught up in and preoccupied with the animalistic, instinctive side of our being, intoxicated with self-aggrandizement and our own self-importance. But that passion can also manifest as a sense that it is possible to connect with something more, something lasting and meaningful.

This longed-for something the Buddha called our Buddhanature—what he himself sensed, and what became the driving force in his own odyssey. This Buddhanature is the source of and is expressed by our inherent loving nature. Those who have a capacity to love, who can think of the needs of others, who are not so intoxicated by what they have or preoccupied with their own sense of need, impoverishment, or personal pain, are those who belong to the human family. We are passionate creatures in a realm the Buddha saw as offering the greatest capacity for choice.

In order to access and live up to the enormous potentials the Buddha saw as our birthright, we need not deny our passionate nature. Instead, we need to steer away from tendencies toward intoxication, like those of the titans and gods, and from the base preoccupations of the animals, ghosts, and hell beings; we need to open up to our Buddhanature and to its heart and expression, our loving nature. Passion is the core reason for our being human in the first place; it taps into, identifies with, and is transformed by our loving nature. It radiates warmth and joy.

Thus, for us as humans, the Buddha teaches a path that is directed to accessing our loving nature. Like all enlightened masters throughout time, he sees that in the final analysis, “All you need is love.” More to the point, knowing how to truly love in every moment and every situation is the quintessential perfection of being human. Every visionary with this knowledge, who has also been graced with the desire and ability to teach, has developed his or her own methods and techniques to awaken this loving nature. In the case of the Buddha, what he offered as the foundational path to achieve this end is called the Middle Way.
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Knowing how to truly love in every moment and every situation is the quintessential perfection of being human.
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In a nutshell, the Middle Way is a prescription on how to avoid extremes. It’s a path for developing contemplative and meditative skills so that we always tap into and remain true to our loving nature; we learn how to manifest awareness of our loving nature in actions that are ecological and environmentally friendly and show honor and respect for each and every creature living under the sun and beyond. It is a blueprint for becoming a free, responsible, and civilized being in love with life in the fullest sense.

Of course, to achieve this is no small task. The Buddha could see that the Three Poisons, along with their variations of negative emotional states predominant in other realms, remain factors at play in each and every one of our lives.

Some, obsessed with or intoxicated by sensorial pleasure or the lack thereof—those caught up in the poison of attachment—need to be taught methods to lessen that attachment. They are prescribed more solitary or monastic lives, which include practices to still and uproot that attachment. This cooling-out process is designed to help such people reconnect to their loving nature and begin the process of being able to manifest it. This is the basis for what is now called the Theravadin or Hinayana (or Lesser Vehicle) school of Buddhism.

For those who have a more critical or aggressive nature but are not so caught up in their own needs or wants, who, therefore, already have or even exhibit the capacity to think of others, the Buddha taught the Mahayana (or Greater Vehicle) path. This is a path by which our loving nature is tapped into directly, and interactions are the test of how well we are in touch with and can express that nature. Here the Buddha speaks of bodhicitta, or Awakened Heart. He gives beings of this capacity methods to access, experience, and manifest pure love in their day-to-day lives. This pure love is not some metaphysical intangible, but rather experiential and interactive. In the case of a householder leading a life based on Mahayana principles, romantic love is clearly an acceptable, if not encouraged, manifestation.

As a distinct approach within Mahayana, the Buddha offered even more direct methods. To those whose love was overflowing, who could see in the Buddha what they themselves wanted to express in their own lives, he gave visualizations of archetypes, mantras (or sacred sounds), and other methods to engage each and every sense in the experience of full Awakened Heart. These are the Tantric methods of what is called the Vajrayana—the Diamond Vehicle.

Complete enlightenment, as so aptly described in the earlier-cited quote by Robert Thurman, is the fruition of perfecting the Mahayana and Vajrayana paths. The perfection or enlightenment that results from traveling the Hinayana path is foundational to this complete enlightenment. This does not mean, however, that the Hinayana is not as good as Mahayana or Vajrayana. As modern author and nun Pema Chödrön has emphasized in her work and writings, we need to start where we are. The path to enlightenment is an individual one. No one can walk in our shoes. Some of us may need to start the path on our own, but, in the end, it is with the help and in the presence of friends and others with whom we now share an exquisite intimacy that we arrive at our destination and reclaim our birthright.

As we fully access Awakened Heart and express our loving nature, we become what the Venerable Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche called a “darling of the world.” He has also referred to this as being the “ultimate warrior”—a warrior with a strong back and a soft front, with a fishhook piercing the sinews of the heart, the line being pulled constantly by the world around us. Bliss and the pain that comes with true, deep connection are inextricably linked as one—each defining the other. In remaining connected to our world and in touch with an exquisite clarity and bliss, we no longer fall prey to the illusion of separation, nor do we take personally the pains, trials, and tribulations that being in a human body, by definition, offers us. Through the pain of being, we remind ourselves of our origins. This, in turn, brings our “loftier spiritual experiences” into perspective, and we learn to express our loving nature in ways that truly make a difference to everyone we love and touch.

In the all too quoted words of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, “We are not human beings having a spiritual experience, but spiritual beings having a human experience.” It is through the full-bodied, red-blooded experience of being human that the spiritual beings that we are express love in a myriad of guises.

Because of their emphasis on intimacy and relationship in the fullest sense, the Buddha’s Mahayana and Vajrayana teachings provide lessons, examples, and guidance that are quite well suited to helping us in the process of developing loving, lasting relationships—both generally, with all sentient beings, and specifically, with that special someone. This book draws upon the words of renowned teachers from these traditions.

Such insights as the great Zen master Sengstan’s “the great way is not difficult for those who have no preferences” can help dissolve what can feel like irreconcilable differences of opinion on matters both trivial and critical.
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Thus, Siddhartha Gautama, as the Buddha, shared his teachings for forty-five years. When he passed on (some would say he did not die), he felt that he had offered everything he possibly could to help us to understand that we are “spiritual beings having a human experience.”

And what of his family and kingdom? The Buddha never returned to claim his throne or riches. But he did reunite with his wife and son. Because the accounts about enlightened beings tend to emphasize their miraculous nature and feats and overlook the mundane details of their lives, and because the cultures recording these accounts were male dominated, there are no nitty-gritty details of what Yasodhara and Rahula went through as a result of the Buddha’s deserting them. Nor is there any account of what, if any, personal relationship may have been rekindled or continued between the Buddha, Yasodhara, and Rahula. What is said is that both wife and son were able to put down the burden of their personal history in the radiance and love that their previous husband and father, respectively, projected. But, still caught strongly in their attachments to the rich life, both took vows of monasticism: Yasodhara became a nun, and Rahula, a monk.




THAT WAS THEN. WHAT ABOUT NOW?

Because we are human beings and the Three Poisons of ignorance, attachment, and aggression remain evident at the core of all life’s mischievous moments, our modern world and the one Siddhartha Gautama lived in are probably not all that different at a basic level. We need to remember that Siddhartha himself felt alienated from the world around him, and the path he took toward transforming his experience put him at odds with everything he had been raised to believe and everything he was expected to do personally, socially, and politically. He was willing to risk it all, to the point of deserting his family. Comfort was not a refuge; indeed, it had become a prison. He could no longer endure the isolation he felt from being disconnected from the greater organic world around him. No doubt, each of us—to a greater or lesser extent—knows what he was going through.

What is particular to our time, especially in the West, is that we have experienced a breakdown of cultural and societal barriers and norms that were, according to historians, more evident and operational in earlier times. In the Buddha’s case, he lived during a time when the caste system of India was rigidly in place. For the most part, this theocratic culture defined what people did, where they lived, and whom it was proper for them to love or even interact with; the limits and possibilities in their lives were created for them. It was one thing for an untouchable, the lowest of the lowest, to seek the jungles and riverbanks and become a wandering mendicant or yogi. It was quite another thing altogether when a prince did the same.

A modern free market economy with democracy either in place or held as the ideal, in a world where there is a constant cross-fertilization of religions, philosophies, and ethnicities, creates a very different situation. No doubt we still see haves and have-nots, but there is a greater opportunity for individuals low on the socioeconomic scale to ascend to heights previously unimagined and for those of privilege to plummet to unthinkable depths.

In such an unstable and constantly changing climate, the definitions of the world around us that would hold us to one course—to a single shared cultural paradigm—are evidently tenuous at best. With the weakening or absence of cultural parameters, we are thrust out into a world where we have to find our own way. Unlike the Buddha, who had to sneak out to break free from the luxurious phantasm his family and society had created for him, we are placed outside the palace walls of the illusion of perfection—or any particular illusion—much sooner. In some ways, our dilemma is the opposite of the Buddha’s: no one is creating a reality for us.

In the hodgepodge of the cultural soup we can mix and match concepts and notions to suit our whims. We can choose from an inordinate number of rules and norms from a variety of cultures that compete and conflict with one another. I think of this as the tyranny of excessive freedom. Our consciously and unconsciously adopted ideas might even be irrelevant to current conditions, yet they remain around our necks as yokes of outmoded beliefs or as collective human cellular memory that has yet to adapt to and integrate itself into what now faces us. As a result, even basic concepts as to what works in human interactions and relationships elude us. We are left bewildered and unclear as to what is and what is not useful or workable. As a species with tribal roots, faced with unprecedented choices in an overstimulating world, we are sorely tested to be able to handle such responsibility.
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Each of us suffers in our own unique way, and that suffering is caused by the Three Poisons of ignorance, attachment, and aggression: we don’t have a full picture of what is going on (ignorance); we get stuck in the ways we see things and the ways we would like to see them (attachment); and we get mad as hell with anyone who disagrees with or challenges our version of what we think is going on (aggression).
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This may be one of the primary causes of the lack of self-esteem so many Buddhist teachers from the East see in their Western students. Many have said that this is the opposite of what they face with students in the East. There, intact cultures and societal rules and restraints support well-defined ego structures that need to be tempered and softened by the Buddha’s teachings on egolessness. Here, individuals are not given enough consistent cues to support a solid, independent self, and thus we vacillate, seeming wishy-washy and uncertain.

Many teachers find that they need to present the Buddha’s teachings in a different way and style for the West. The Venerable Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche commented that, in many ways, Buddhism fits into our culture more as a psychotherapeutic model than as a religion. As such, it makes sense that it has much to offer us, not only in the fields of depth psychology, but also in understanding interpersonal dynamics and relationships.

The so-called failure in modern intimate relationships has been expounded upon by social pundits and experts through every conceivable form of the media. The significance of this crisis has been noted by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who, in an interview discussing such matters as relationships, families, and the great strife he sees in the modern world, brings his thoughts to a close with a rather provocative observation:

If the parents are always fighting and finally divorce, I think that unconsciously, deep down, the child is badly influenced, imprinted. This is a tragedy. . . .

Happiness in the home will lead to happiness in the world (italics mine).2

It seems that we are living in a Dark Age for relationships. Intimacy is on trial. Our loving nature, seeking to express itself through our humanity in this Realm of Desire, is individually and collectively being tested. In such a time of uncertainty, we are burdened with the reality of having to build relationships from the ground up. It is only this conscious kind of relationship that will be able to sustain itself in the chaos and related seduction of modernity. To build a modern, healthy relationship we need existential and transformational wisdom. It becomes a necessity to learn and develop the means by which we can know ourselves, discover our own personal habit patterns and tendencies, and come to terms with the assumptions we carry from our various cultural influences.
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To build a modern, healthy relationship we need to learn to develop the means by which we can know ourselves, discover our own personal habit patterns and tendencies, and come to terms with the assumptions we carry from our various cultural influences.
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Placed in this context, the teachings of the Buddha become most appropriate. In a time when all sacred cows are on the slaughter block, each of us needs to develop the personal resourcefulness that is the foundation and purpose of the Buddha’s teaching; we need to develop a sense of dharma—a sense of path and an understanding of how to walk upon that path. For the Buddha saw that in order for us to transcend the convention of society and its cultures, to truly become free, we need understanding and strength, wisdom and skillful means. With a discerning, independent mind we can learn what is the wheat and what is the chaff in what we see around us.




ENDURING LOVE: A BUDDHIST VISION

From contemplating the thoughts shared in this book and learning some of the practices offered, what can one expect? What does a conscious, loving, and enduring relationship look like?

The emphasis in Buddhism is on freedom, or enlightenment. Thus there are four key features that would be most prominent in a relationship based on Buddhist principles: flexibility, personable detachment, mutuality, and a growing universal love and compassion.

Flexibility refers to flexibility of the mind and spirit. Each partner works on letting go of habitual patterns and assumptions, meeting every one of life’s circumstances with openness and possibility. Discord and disagreements are quickly transformed into an energy that is more playful and workable and can be used for new and more interesting ways of meeting life’s challenges.

A personable detachment occurs as we transform passion into compassion. This has nothing to do with emotional distancing or killing passion in our relationship; rather, it involves not letting our desires or our projections distort or color any situation. When we open ourselves to a Buddhist approach to relationships we seek to become aware of our own biases, our own tendencies, and we learn to see them as our own and of our own making. As a result, we engage in fewer projections; we strive to no longer blame or praise our partner for how we feel, but see him or her as a catalyst in our lives. Our Beloved mirrors to us who we are, and we do the same for our Beloved. As a result each of us becomes a gift to the other and, in fact, the best of teachers.

Mutuality expresses itself when two partners respect each other as equals and cherish each other not only for who the other is, but also for the contribution each makes to the union. Operating from mutuality, we unconditionally support our partner’s personal growth and defend the sacredness of the union as a catalyst for change for both individuals.
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