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Blue Jean Buddha


“The emerging face of Buddhism is revealed. Poignant and provocative, honest and heartfelt, these stories are diverse expressions of our shared longing for a wise and compassionate life.”


—Sharon Salzberg, author of
Lovingkindness


“These young people offer all of us something precious. We need their insight and experience for the tree of Buddhism to grow and take root in the West.”


—Thich Nhat Hanh, author of
The Miracle of Mindfulness


“A bracingly fresh set of visions of how spiritual life emerges. Blue Jean Buddha shines both as a documentation of the forces that shape spirituality and as a testament to Buddhism as it exists today.”


— Daniel Goleman, author of
Emotional Intelligence


“Here we have the grassroots of Dharma in our own country, sprouting up and enriching our society and our lives. These young voices speak straight from their good hearts and have a mind to awaken us all.”


— Lama Surya Das, author of
Awakening the Buddha Within


“What a rich collection this is! Intimate stories and serious questions, excitement and skepticism: This is the stuff of the next iteration of Buddhist practice.”


—Sensei Pat Enkyo O’Hara, founding teacher
of the Zen Peacemaker Order


“Fabulous! A fresh, no-nonsense collection. This is the first generation to grow up with Buddhism from the breast. They’ve got it and it’s not what we thought. As the Buddha taught, they’re taking his teachings, testing them like goldsmiths do gold, and finding out what is true for themselves. Halleluja! Good news! Buddhism has put down its roots and it is flourishing—blossoming and bearing the juicy fruit of Blue Jean Buddhas.”


—China Galland, author of The Bond Between Women and
Longing For Darkness: Tara and the Black Madonna


“A collection of thoughtful and often touching personal experiences of youthful bodhisattvas coming from the rich and varied traditions of Buddhism. A refreshing and needed addition to the growing literature on Buddhism in America.”


—Taitetsu Unno, Smith College, author of
River of Fire, River of Water


“This is a fascinating, timely book. Human and lively, its many voices raise a forest of questions, all the hope and perplexity that the honest search for truth always brings.”


—Zoketsu Norman Fischer,
former abbot of San Francisco Zen Center
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FOREWORD
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WHAT IF BUDDHA WERE BORN in North America, in our times? From the comfort of his modern home might he begin to wander the streets of our world and see the same human conditions of aging, sickness, and death, the same human-created sufferings of greed, war, racism, and injustice that he saw in India 2,500 years ago? When he reached his twenties would he, again out of compassion, go forth from the palaces of comfort to seek liberation for the sake of all beings?


He has. His search for freedom and universal loving-kindness can be found in the voices and spirit of the young writers in this book—in their honesty, their courage, and their care. Though we live in a world troubled by ecological destruction, consumerism, and conflict, all who listen to their hearts can sense the possibility of humans—of each one of us— being more aware, more compassionate, more free. To sense this is to connect with our awakened heart, our buddha nature. The world needs this awakening more than ever, and a new generation has begun to draw on the Buddha’s teaching to reawaken their noble hearts.


These young people’s stories tell of finding the way of the Buddha here and now, in their very lives, in Buddhist communities and in practice in the world. Whether working in the prisons or climbing mountains, on the streets of New York or the sports field, their practice is honorable. From family struggles to social activism, from failure and success to reawakened passion for the world, these tales are full of dharma learning.


In Thailand, where I lived for some years as a monk, traditionally almost all young men and women would have to spend some time in their twenties undertaking spiritual practice in a monastery. Otherwise, the Elders would say their hearts would not become “ripe,” that they would stay green like an unripened fruit. What is beautiful in this book is to see how the fruit of these contributors has begun to ripen.


As they ripen, wisdom replaces naïve excitement, judgment turns to compassion, and kindness deepens for self, for family, for all beings. This is the journey we all must take.


Finally, this new dharma generation asks important questions for the Buddhists of the twenty-first century. How do we balance meditation and social responsibility, dharma and mass media, monasticism and lay life? Do we take the Orient Express, or is there a new meeting of East and West that is our generation’s way? It is these young Buddhists who will decide.


On the day I first ordained as a Buddhist monk in the forest monastery of the Elders, I had a strange experience. It felt oddly familiar, as if I had done it many times before. Of course, we can’t say how these Blue Jean Buddhists have come to their wisdom, but maybe they are old Zen students, lamas, monks, and nuns reborn in the West. Whatever the source, what they have to teach us is inspiring. Now the dharma that is good in the beginning, good in the middle, and good in the end is in their good hearts and good hands.


Blessings,
Jack Kornfield
Spirit Rock Meditation Center
Woodacre, California
2001




PREFACE
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A FEW YEARS AGO, I was working in the kitchen of a Buddhist retreat center settled in the woods of New England. The bright colors of autumn leaves were beginning to speckle the hillsides. I had just graduated from Williams College, where I had been cloistered in a world of perpetual youth. Now twenty-two, I suddenly found myself surrounded almost exclusively by copies of my parents, graying-haired Baby Boomers in their late forties and fifties. Working in the kitchen was a great way to meet these older Buddhists, who came in to scrub carrots, scrape plates, and dry pots. Our onion chopping was often slowed by conversations that started, “When I was your age…” followed by stories of how they got turned on to the dharma twenty or thirty years ago. I loved hearing their adventures about the time that was almost mythical in my mind, the ’60s. Over the months, I became increasingly aware that we weren’t just different in age and historical recollection. We were different in our maturity in the dharma and how we were relating Buddhism to our lives. They were thinking about integrating dharma into dealing with a teenage son, a midcareer change, divorce, picking socially responsible stocks, and retirement. I was questioning what Buddhism meant to me as someone just out of college, with no money and even less life-experience, still figuring out how to relate to my parents and my first real boyfriend, and just trying to get a basic understanding of who I was and wanted to be. Without peers to share my twenty-something stories and discuss issues, I began to feel somewhat lonely and isolated.


Where, I wondered, are the young Buddhists of today who should be inheriting the dharma from the older Buddhists? Are they like me, do they share the same questions and interests? If they exist, what kind of sangha are they creating? What does it mean to be a Buddhist in America today and where will we take it tomorrow? What challenges do we face? Given how few young Buddhists I knew, I became a little concerned that there would not be anyone to inherit the dharma. Who would be my dharma teacher when I was fifty? Who would run the centers and temples? As I finished a year of garlic peeling, lemon squeezing, and tossing burned experimental soups made from leftovers, I longed to discover the new generation of young Buddhists who were emerging in the West.


I began searching for young Buddhists by talking to the Buddhist parents and dharma teachers from the retreat center. Many of them had kids who had grown up with the dharma, though not all chose to keep it as part of their lives. From these young adults and their friends, through the internet and telephone, I branched out to hundreds of others across the country. Accumulating pages of notes about these young Buddhists from interviews, late-night conversations, and email exchanges, I started to see that we had certain questions in common: Should I consider life as a monastic, am I really a Buddhist, do I need a teacher, can I practice things from several traditions, should I try to learn an Asian language or go to Asia, can I just do meditation, what do my parents and friends think? I found myself learning a tremendous amount just by knowing there were others who had the same questions. Given these similar concerns, I began thinking that a book might be of interest, not just to older people wondering what the next breath of Buddhism will be, but also to young people who would like to meet their peers.


I envisioned a book that was some kind of literary sangha—a set of contributors—to serve as the basis for stimulating the larger sangha of both generations. I asked some of the amazing young people I had met over my three-year search to write about how they’ve brought the richness of the Buddhist tradition to bear on their lives. Within a few months, I found little gems piling into my email inbox that were direct, unpretentious, and moving. From the lessons of self-transformation to the variety of life stories to carrying dharma into livelihood, it is my hope that these narratives will inform and affirm the young Buddhist experience in America. In reading them, I found my own feeling for dharma deepening and my understanding of the contemporary Buddhist experience broadening.


From my learning and growth through compiling Blue Jean Buddha springs the Reflections section of this book. Here, I explore some of the questions and issues stemming from the contributors’ essays that I feel are important for young Buddhists to be aware of and begin discussing. I center many of the questions around the social dimension because it is in the context of American society and modernization that I feel young Buddhists face a number of challenges that are critical to personal and communal development. I am reluctant to offer any answers, as almost all the questions are complex and remain unresolved not just for myself but for knowledgeable, long-time Buddhists as well.


Blue Jean Buddha does not reflect every variety of young Buddhist. I have sought to be inclusive in the range of ethnicities and lineages of traditional and newer Buddhisms, as well as to balance male and female. I tried to be sensitive to the fact that America is home not just to citizens but also to permanent residents and aliens who, for however long they are here, leave a lasting mark on Buddhism in America. I had hoped to be more inclusive in age range, touching especially on the teen years, but I found that teens tended to be early in their self-identification. Primarily, this book is composed of essays from people in their twenties, with a few from people who are in their early thirties. Most of the contributors are college-educated and would self-identify as Buddhist.


To fill in some of the gaps left open by this collection, I envision a companion volume that would include, for example, stories of those who practice in prison, teenagers, the queer community, those who wouldn’t label themselves Buddhist but who do Buddhist things, those who’ve blended traditions, such as Jew-Bu’s or UU-Bu’s (that is, Jews and Unitarian Universalists practicing Buddhism), stories from young adults who’ve left Buddhism, those who live in the thriving ethnic Buddhist communities of America, married young couples raising children, inner-city practitioners, and so on. And yet, Blue Jean Buddha surveys a diverse group.


Through this presentation of an astonishing range of experiences, I hope that Blue Jean Buddha becomes as much a spiritual support and reference for others exploring Buddhism as the editing of this book has been for me.


Sumi Loundon
Cambridge, Massachusetts
May 2001
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INTRODUCTION
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“I did a lot of drugs before I was Buddhist.”


“Well, I did a lot of drugs because I was Buddhist.”


“Was asking my girlfriend to get an abortion un-Buddhist?”


“I had a vision of the goddess Tara.


Was she real or was it just me projecting something?”


THESE WERE THE QUESTIONS that a few Buddhist friends and I discussed in a series of evening gatherings aimed at bringing dharma into our daily lives. Though many of our debates remained unresolved, we felt affirmed that creating a life around the Buddha’s profound teachings gives rise to some critical and complex issues. What is the balance of medication and meditation for treating depression? Is the academic study of Buddhism an intellectual distraction or a complement to practice? Should one search for a Buddhist partner? Is the impetus to become a celibate monastic stemming from fear of intimate relationships or is it from a true desire for liberation? How should we interpret the five precepts: Is alcohol completely forbidden or is mindful drinking acceptable if one doesn’t lose control? How can Buddhism be integrated into athletics, art, city life, and other religions? This section explores some of the questions that young Buddhists ask as their path in the dharma unfolds.







THE PERFECT BUDDHIST BOYFRIEND
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Lillian Guild


“ASSHOLE!”


I screamed it with the full force of my being, slamming the door behind him as he walked silently out of my study. “Oh, God, did I really just say that?” I thought. The walls seemed to reverberate with the word, pushing me into a little ball. I curled up and began sobbing. How had I gone from being so in love with this man to screaming at him? I hated who I was becoming in this relationship, and I resented him for it. Memories flooded back of standing in front of my father as a little girl, of me feeling worthless, paralyzed, unable to defend myself as he screamed Asshole! and Bitch! at me for some little thing or another. I began crying so deeply that my throat locked in pain.


Where was my dignity? What a disaster this relationship was. This wasn’t how I imagined it, having a Buddhist boyfriend; this wasn’t how it was supposed to be.
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When I was in college, there was a debate in the religious community about whether one needed to date someone of the same faith in order to have a deep, meaningful relationship. At the time, I dismissed the whole idea. After all, wasn’t love supposed to transcend identity? My boyfriend was an atheist, and I saw him as more compassionate than some of my Christian friends who just talked about ethics all the time. But I often felt shy and self-conscious around him when it came to my Buddhist practice. At an early point in the relationship, I tested him by doing some morning prayers in Tibetan, lighting incense and candles, and quietly meditating while he sat in my worn recliner watching. As I was going down for a bow, I caught his smirk out of the corner of my eye. He tried to hide his amusement and disregard for my morning ritual, but it was too late. From that morning on, I rarely prayed in front of him. He was still in college when I graduated, and though we made promises to stay together, it quickly dissolved when I met Jasper, a muscular and handsome Buddhist who worked at the same nonprofit organization in Santa Fe as me.




Wasn’t love supposed to transcend identity?


Jasper became my first Buddhist boyfriend, and wow, did sparks fly! We meditated and chanted together, did yoga, and talked long into the night about dharma. It was like breathing pure oxygen. I felt myself growing as a practitioner. I felt supported and encouraged by him. I even felt our sex life was better because we liked to experiment with yogic energy circulation. We also brought a mindfulness to our relationship that made our time together very deep, very bonding. I began to ally myself with the other side of the religious-partner debate, believing that it was indeed essential to have a partner of the same faith.


About a year into the relationship, an older friend of mine, Donna, surprised me by commenting on how wonderful it must be to have a Buddhist relationship. Given how bad the relationship with her boyfriend was I could see why she’d think someone Buddhist might be better, but I still wondered why. Oh, she mused, you’re so calm and peaceful from all the meditation, you try to be wise and compassionate, you don’t focus heavily on yourself because you don’t think the self exists, you have control of your emotions.


So that’s how Jasper and I looked on the outside? But just because we aspire to understand no-self, to meditate, to be compassionate, doesn’t mean that we were or we do. If we were all those things, we’d be buddhas already! But Donna’s reasoning made some sense: having both been dharma bums for so many years, Jasper and I knew how to appear Buddhist. The right clothes were from dharma closets (free clothes left by wealthier retreatants), so they were just slightly shabby but not slouchy. The right hair was long and looked inexpensive. The right expression was serene or friendly. The right voice was soft and pleasing. The right speech never included anything negative, even if it needed to be expressed. The right sitting was on the cushion (definitely not a chair!), and retreats were mandatory. The right learning was to read the latest books, have a subscription to Shambhala Sun and Tricycle. The right worship was to have a nice altar, mumble prayers, and have some mala around the neck or wrist. And, the right partner was a meditating Buddhist. The problem was, I think we began to believe that these outward modes actually expressed some inner truth. In reality, many wounds festered. Our frustrations got hotter and hotter until that day, just a few months before we broke up, I screamed what previously had been unscreamable: “Asshole!”


I told Donna not to fool herself. Our relationship was just as violent, perhaps more so, than others I had seen. There was never any physical abuse, but we were constantly violating the respect and love we supposedly had for each other. Ironically, one of the biggest fights we had had to do with meditation practice. Jasper practiced a form of meditation that centered on cultivating compassion every morning and sometimes into the late evening. I’m not much of a meditator myself, but I did try to practice mindfulness of body, speech, and mind in everything I did. He needled me for not being able to sit on the cushion. I made fun of him for not bringing practice into his everyday life, for spending so many hours meditating. I preferred to wake up, check email, have a cup of tea, and listen to the latest news on NPR. He liked to wake up, do an hour of yoga, and then another hour or two of meditation. Because of our differences, we decided to keep separate rooms, which worked well until that one morning.


Just because we aspire to understand no-self doesn’t mean we do.


I had forgotten to get a notebook from his room the night before. He was doing the compassion meditation on a cushion as I entered the room as quietly as I could. Just as I was leaving, he exploded.


“Why are you disturbing my meditation when I’ve asked you so many times not to come into my room when I’m practicing?” he demanded.


I tried to apologize but in fact I felt stung. “I just needed to get my notebook. I’m sorry. I know you don’t like it when I disrupt your meditation.” He looked very angry and repeated himself.


I began getting pissed off and defensive. I made a nasty face and said, “Look at you, you say you’re practicing compassion, but in the middle of it you treat me like dirt. Where is your compassion when it’s needed the most?”


He was quiet. I walked out and closed the door. The whole day I felt tense and angry. When I got home later, we tried to patch things up but got into a huge fight instead. It ended by my screaming the last thing I ever wanted to hear myself sincerely call someone.


We began to believe that these outward modes actually expressed some inner truth.


Granted, we argued about different things than your typical couple might, but the anger, fear, and grief were just as potent as with any couple. Power struggles, territoriality concerns, abandonment wounds, control issues—all the things that arise from a bad childhood—appeared within two months, just after our “honeymoon period” was ending. Even though we both strove for insight, peacefulness, and compassion, our practice manifested itself selectively. If anything, our practice might have forced our issues to the surface more dramatically and much earlier than in a conventional relationship because we were so intensely aware of every flicker of negative emotion. We were brave enough to confront the issue, knowing that an argument about who moved the plant to the other window was really a power struggle caused by not enough recognition as children. But even with our courage to be honest, with hours dedicated to cultivating communication skills, to try couples’ therapy, to admit when we were wrong, to try to be caring—toward the end, this Buddhist relationship was depleting, not enriching, us.


I began to think, after three years of passionate loving and arguing we spent together, that having a Buddhist partner was irrelevant. The kind of growth Jasper and I needed is necessary with any mature couple. I began to think that spirituality was actually a bad impetus for a relationship, at least for me. It seemed that our self-perceptions as spiritual beings, as Buddhists, made our relationship worse. Forcing ourselves to be “good Buddhists” was actually a façade, which covered our deeper anxieties and feelings. Things were out of balance. We’d be honest about less consequential things and blind to certain true vulnerabilities. At a subtle level we were perhaps using the fact that we were Buddhist to excuse ourselves from real respect, communication, listening, and love. Maybe we believed our Buddhist masks so much that we held each other to very high standards. When one of us would explode, the other was supposed to be a buddha, with infinite understanding and wisdom. And, just as Jasper was hiding from himself by sitting on the cushion, I was hiding from myself by not meditating.


It seemed that our self-perceptions as spiritual beings made our relationship worse.


To have a Buddhist boyfriend or not? Today, I think I had it wrong both ways when the debate was framed originally: It’s not that one needs to have a spiritual partner to develop a good relationship, but rather a good relationship can be a springboard for developing one’s self spiritually. Instead of Buddhism being the basis for relationship, it now seems to me that the fundamentals of relationship—love, care, kindness, respect, honesty—are the foundation of being Buddhist.




LILLIAN GUILD, 31, IS WRITING UNDER A DIFFERENT NAME.




THE BACKWARD STEP
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Paul W. Morris


“Given the cost of living, the ambient hypertension and the clattering grind, the decision to move to New York remains at least somewhat irrational, requiring a kind of quasi-religious commitment.”


—Kurt Andersen, from “My First Year in New York,”
The New York Times Magazine, September 17, 2000


MY KOAN BEGINS with a departure: I had to leave New York so that I could return to it.


Manhattan never held much allure for me. Growing up and attending school in rural New England, I always preferred bucolic spaciousness to urban sprawl and could never reconcile the city’s frenetic pace with my own need for a sedate environment. I was an infrequent and reluctant visitor ever since getting lost as a child on the sidewalks of midtown. Separated from my parents in the hurtling immediacy of pedestrian traffic, I panicked, feeling suffocated among the throngs of passersby, wondering if I’d be alone forever. Moments later, my father plucked me from the torrent and I was safe, able to breathe again. After such a brush with loss, I was in no hurry to return. But for the hordes of pilgrims journeying to the city every year, New York’s appeal is undeniable—it is the ubermetropolis, the alpha and omega of cities, and their dream of this Mecca is fulfilled once they make it their home.


I failed to understand this devotion and resisted moving to Manhattan for many months after graduating college. I was, however, devoted to my girlfriend and eventually moved one bitter January weekend to be with her. My obstinacy matched her fervor for the city. We agreed that I wouldn’t be long in New York, a year at most, then it was off to Asia, the West Coast, and graduate school, in that order. I longed to embody my undergraduate studies in sacred literature and live for a while on an island or atop a mountain, developing my practice without disruption before returning to the academy. At that early twenty-something, post-college crossroads, I believed myself capable of divining the entire course of my life, certain that I not only knew the Path but that I was making progress on it. I kept friends and family and the city itself at bay by insisting that New York was not part of the equation, that it was just a detour, a distraction. This is the secret toll the city exacts from its inhabitants: reinforcing a false construct that serves as a barrier separating self from other.




I believed myself capable of divining the entire course of my life.
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Several obstacles conspired against me from the start. I blamed a low, entry-wage publishing salary and a high-priced, cramped upper–East Side rental for my early discontent. My work itself was fulfilling—editing spirituality and Beat-related titles—but the days were long and the weekends consumed with reading manuscripts that ranged from New Age feng shui manuals to Jack Kerouac’s Some of the Dharma. I convinced myself that the job was the necessary balm to assuage the severity of New York life; if I couldn’t be a monastic, then I would settle for being surrounded by the words of those who, if not monastics themselves, had some proximity to a more contemplative life than the one I knew.


Despite the small size of my apartment, I was able to carve out a little refuge for meditating. On the cushion, my zafu, I could be elsewhere, anywhere but New York, controlling my breathing as I sat quiet and still. Returning again and again to my breath when distracted by stray thoughts, I was able to come back to the moment, retreating twice a day for twenty minutes at a time. If the occasional sirens or dump trucks captured my attention, then they were just more noise contributing to my monkey mind—thousands of thoughts passing through my consciousness as quickly as they arose—and it was okay. Although my practice probably suffered from my not having a teacher, I sensed my meditation was improving and that was enough for me to continue.


Beyond the breath there is no control.


The subway was another story. The very act of commuting was physically and psychically exhausting. Crammed like cattle into cars that rumble along at industrial velocities, I would feel the pressure of more than mere bedrock weighing down upon me. Any progress I’d made on the cushion being still was gone in a blink, replaced by the imperative to move. My morning routine was as regimented as my sitting practice. I would rush to the subway, plunk down a dollar fifty, and shoot into the belly of Grand Central Station. There I would transfer for a crosstown train pumping me into the heart of Times Square before hopping on another downtown express that spit me out a few blocks from my office. On a good day, it would take me 40 minutes door-to-desk. On a bad one, it could take over an hour. If I synchronized the opening of subway car doors to align with the turnstile exits and went full-throttle out of the gates, I figured I could stay ahead of the wave of commuters crashing down behind me just enough to feel like I was in control.


Beyond the breath, though, there is no control. Everything is in constant flux, frustratingly elusive. Sometimes it was all I could do to filter out the kinetic thundering of the trains and forge a path ahead, shouldering my way through the crowds with total disregard for everyone else. I had to narrow my scope and increase my boundaries. Riding together, bumping elbows and stepping on toes, jostling back and forth, vying for a slippery handhold when hoping for a seat became futile, I was as inflexible as the next commuter, believing firmly she was invading my space or he was preventing me from getting to work on time. When I caught my reflection in a greasy window, I saw tightness in my face and stress in my posture. By the time I arrived at my office cubicle, exhausted before the day had even begun, I was glad to have my own area to occupy however meager it was. I was relieved to be alone.


Living in New York City instilled in me the need for anonymity. I became adept at blocking out the incessant external stimuli, the countless images of suffering I encountered every day. I wore into the sidewalk an unnatural and unimaginative groove that afforded me the illusion of getting by, of coasting through the city, but my skin was thickening and my mind hardening. Pretty soon there was no room left for anything other. I never made eye contact. I didn’t give to panhandlers. I would avoid the homeless sleeping half-naked on the sidewalks. Eventually, I didn’t have to avoid them—I’d stopped noticing them altogether.


[image: ]


I awoke four years later to realize I’d been living in Manhattan intractably, cynically, and with convictions too strong for my own good. I resented New York for preventing me from living the life I’d always envisioned for myself. When out of sheer frustration I forfeited my job as a book editor, I held New York accountable for my intolerance. When I allowed my relationship with my girlfriend to gradually expire after five committed years, I blamed my apathy on New York. Not even the opportunity to work at a Buddhist magazine, where at midday our entire office sat in silent meditation with the phones off the hook, had been a panacea. My zazen practice disintegrated in the myriad twinkling distractions the city offered. I sought solace more and more frequently in the Manhattan nightlife, preferring the barstool to the zafu.


My zazen practice disintegrated in the myriad twinkling distractions the city offered.


In New York, where what you do for a living takes precedence over how you live, my reply to the most frequently asked question, “What do you do?” invariably lead people to inquire, “Are you a Buddhist?” I began to doubt the pivot of my life and could not, in good conscience, respond to the latter question with a yes. I was saturated by the pervasiveness of spirituality in popular culture. It became increasingly difficult to distinguish between authentic and commercial intentions. From Brad Pitt’s softness in Seven Years in Tibet to the shunyata-like teachings in The Matrix’s Kung Fu sequences, spirituality had been appropriated by Hollywood and corporate America. Advertising companies used wisdom traditions to sell everything from automobiles to alarm clocks, while the publishing industry cashed in on the hybrid effect, linking mysticism with dating, sports, and even money. Surrounded by so much meaningfulness, it all ceased to mean anything.


Caught in the rush of overstimulation, I believed New York had infected me with its vanity and avarice. It became the perfect scapegoat, a repository for all my ill will, the root of my increasing callousness. Stripped of identity of job and relationship, I made up my mind: As the final act of self-inquiry, I would leave New York City.


But leaving can sometimes bring you back, to yourself and to your home, more balanced, less rigid, better equipped to begin confronting the prosaic hurdles that present themselves.


And coming home can change your mind in so many ways.
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I returned to New York after volunteering abroad, to take a number of part-time jobs—at a bar, on a boat, in a store. I tried to live in the city, being more mindful of the moment. A new New York began to reveal itself, one I hadn’t—couldn’t have—known previously. I stepped backward, got a fresh vantage, and saw it as the perfect place for practice, a center of gravity amidst the tumult. I varied my commutes. I went the long way to work. In no particular rush, I let the crowds swallow me, and I wandered aimlessly. I discovered that opportunities to practice right livelihood were present everywhere, each obstacle and encounter a challenge to actualize the dharma. There was even practice on the subway. Breathing in the surrounding negative energy of the train car, I would detach with compassion, exhaling a hope that everyone be more relaxed. I didn’t shy away from eye contact either, instead considering it a chance to transmit a kind of photochemical loving-kindness.


Suddenly, I realized I had changed my mind about New York. I had become more flexible and consequently found an unexpected zeal for the city.


So I made it my home.
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For me, upaya has its finest expression here. I was reminded of the city’s skillful means while walking home late one night. Absorbed in the hail of my own internal chatter, I was startled by a car horn from an idling taxicab and looked up to meet the eyes of a driver motioning to his mouth, lips, and teeth, grinning like a mad prophet. I smiled automatically, unconsciously, not as a result of his gesture, but at the silent exchange itself, at his concern for the dour expression I must have been wearing as I ambled along. No words were spoken, and yet I understood his intention to be compassionate. Whereas once I would have heard the horn and tensed for a confrontation, ready to stand my ground and claim the space I occupied, I was immediately grateful for this dharma lesson, my own personal udumbara flower. I’ve used it as a wake-up call to others several times since.


The city is my teacher, my sangha, and my monastic cell.


It occurs to me sometimes how I could have left the city permanently, to an island, a mountain, or even the academy, with an abundance of space and time at my disposal to meditate in peace. But Manhattan is my island now: the best place to practice precisely because it is the worst place to practice. The city is my teacher. It is my sangha and my monastic cell, my adversity and refuge, rife with unabated suffering and unlimited potential joy. Like me, New York is full of contradictions, a place where I can exist, in the moment, on the zafu or on the subway, minding my breath as I take my time unraveling its koan.




PAUL W. MORRIS, 28, IS A FREELANCE WRITER AND FORMER EDITOR AT TRICYCLE: THE BUDDHIST REVIEW AND VIKING PENGUIN. HE LIVES IN MANHATTAN.




CLIMBING WITH TARA


[image: ]


Ben Galland


IT WAS A CLASSIC HIGH SIERRA DAY in late August: warm sunshine, long days, and cool nights. I was up in the Tuolumne Meadows area backpacking with my mom. We camped at a lake at the base of the Mathes Crest rock formation. This rock formation rises straight up out of the ground about 1,500 feet and is sheer on both sides. It looks like a monolithic shark’s fin—a really big piece of rock. My mom and I were doing a little climbing in the area, and today was a rest day for my mom. When I woke, I saw her doing her morning meditation, and I was inspired to do some sort of meditation for myself, too.
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