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Preface


Shakyamuni Buddha is often called the Great Physician, and the liberating medicine he offers us is his teaching. Similarly, the bodhisattva of compassion holds out a medicine jar; she responds with breaking heart to the cries of the world by dispensing the healing balm of Dharma. How lucky are we all to be under the care of such transcendently skilled healthcare professionals! “Steeped in luck,” as the poet Seamus Heaney says, “steeped, steeped, steeped in luck.”


For each of the 365 entries here, we can imagine the Buddha himself, Guanyin herself, lovingly offering us a single luminous spoonful of wisdom—the exact dose we need to meet our day a little more choicefully, to take one step closer to being the person we aspire to be, to find just a little more freedom right here amid the fires of being human. You might want to receive this treatment before you sit down to meditate or as you stand up from your cushion, before you go to sleep or right after you wake up. Indeed, there is no wrong time for the Dharma and no wrong amount—truly the Dharma is, as the Buddha says, “good in the beginning, good in the middle, and good in the end.”


Please enjoy Daily Doses of Wisdom—let this book and the teachings in it be part of the way you appreciate your life and care for all beings.


The process of bringing any book into being makes clear just how interdependently connected we all are—and how much more so a book like this, distilled from so many sources, so many teachers, so many bodhisattvas. Each of Wisdom’s authors and all of Wisdom’s books have become teachers to me, companions and trusted friends to me on my own Dharma path—and I offer a deep bow to each of you. After almost thirteen years editing Dharma books for Wisdom Publications, I don’t really feel I can adequately express the depth of appreciation for this great gift.


Even so: Tim McNeill, Wisdom’s publisher—thank you for this opportunity, thank you for your trust and support these many years, and thank you for sustaining Wisdom for so long in the service of so many. David Kittelstrom, thanks for first opening the door for me. I also especially want to thank Laura Cunningham—thank you for doing so much so cheerfully for this book (and many others!). I want to offer appreciation as well to the incomparable Phil Pascuzzo for the magnificently perfect cover design, and Gopa&Ted2 for yet another lovely interior. And finally, I offer thanks also to all my colleagues at Wisdom—present and former (I’m looking at you, Rod Meade Sperry!)—who are working to save all beings, one great Dharma book at a time.


Borrowing words from Zen Master Dogen, let me conclude by saying this: “Please treasure yourself.”


—JOSH BARTOK, 
Greater Boston Zen Center, Cambridge, Massachusetts




1


There is nothing magical about meditation.


[image: image]


Meditation is bound to fail if it is being done to fix a problem.
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Don’t meditate to fix yourself, to heal yourself, to improve yourself, to redeem yourself; rather, do it as an act of love, of deep warm friendship toward yourself. In this view there is no longer any need for the subtle aggression of self-improvement, for self-criticism, for the endless guilt of not doing enough. It offers the possibility of an end to the ceaseless round of trying so hard that wraps so many people’s lives in a knot. Instead there is now meditation as an act of love. How endlessly delightful and encouraging!


—BOB SHARPLES,


Meditation and Relaxation in Plain English
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According to a Hindu myth, the world is upheld by the great elephant Maha Pudma, who is in turn supported by the great tortoise Chukwa.


An Englishman asked a Hindu sage what the great tortoise rests upon.


“Another turtle,” was the reply.


And what supports that turtle?


“Ah, Sahib, after that it’s turtles all the way down.”


—FROM The World Is Made of Stories
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Use your own problems to remember that others have problems too.


—KATHLEEN MCDONALD,


Awakening the Kind Heart
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Successful spiritual development entails finding a balance between intellectual understanding of each stage of meditation and actual meditative experience. Placing too much emphasis on either alone significantly decreases the likelihood of genuine progress.


—DANIEL P. BROWN,


Pointing Out the Great Way
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Be at ease. Be still. Be vigilant. These three qualities of the body are to be maintained throughout all meditation sessions.


—B. ALAN WALLACE,


The Attention Revolution
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Although it is difficult to bring about the inner change that gives rise to compassion, it is absolutely worthwhile to try.


—THE DALAI LAMA


IN Business and the Buddha
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At first glance the Buddhist insight into impermanence may not seem too remarkable. Surely every tradition recognizes and appreciates change. What is unique to the Buddhist view is the radical extension of change to all phenomena whatsoever. We are used to hearing that some things change, or even that most things change, but it is profoundly challenging to hear that all things change. There is no unchanging essence underlying the effervescent bubbling of our minds and bodies; no unmoved mover standing outside the matrix of cause and effect; no fixed point upon which one can find firm footing; no refuge from the relentless onslaught of aging, illness, and death. We can of course conjure up a concept or an idea of such a stable essence but we cannot, says the Buddha, ever discover it in carefully examined lived experience. We cannot even hold the idea of something stable for long in the shifting currents of the mind.


Indeed the mind itself is the most dramatic example of thoroughgoing change. The very tool we use to construct a world of meaning is itself wobbling, so it is no surprise that we build with it a wobbling world.


By identifying impermanence as a fundamental characteristic of existence itself, rather than a problem to be solved, the Buddhists are encouraging us to let go our hold on illusory solidity and learn to swim freely in the sea of change. Instead of mourning what is lost when alteration occurs, we can open to the opportunities each new moment brings.


—ANDREW OLENDZKI,


Unlimiting Mind
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Your mind is birthless and continuous,


without a beginning, middle, or end.


The rising and sinking of agitated waves


ceases by itself without interference.


This mind that is obscured by thoughts,


when left as it is, unmodified, will clarify as the dharmakaya.


Do not modify it, but rest in relaxation.


Do not control the mind, but let it go free.


Do not have intentions, but be spacious.


Do not focus on anything, but be expansive.


—LAMA SHANG


IN Mahamudra and Related Instructions
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Many of us began spiritual practice as a means of resolving trauma. Unfortunately, the image of the unattached, enlightened, fierce Zen master who has transcended self-clinging and happily lives the hermit’s life, appealing as it is, may not be so useful. We need to integrate meditation’s energetic awareness into our personal traumas, our wounds, and our defense mechanisms. Zen practice means finding the mind of meditation in times of fear, anger, and desire, rather than trying to banish fear, anger, and desire from our consciousness. We need to practice what we preach in intimate relationships that affect us on a daily basis. This dimension of practice is not well articulated in the stories that present male ancestors as masters who have completely transcended human needs, but it is addressed repeatedly in the lives and teachings of female ancestors.


—GRACE SCHIRESON,


Zen Women
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It’s not by gathering causes


that an unconditioned result


will be reached;


it’s not by looking for freedom


that freedom


will be found.


—CHARLES GENOUD,


Gesture of Awareness
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Disillusionment is always painful—but it can be deeply valuable as well. Disillusionment is, after all, our growing out of illusion and into reality—i.e., how things are versus how we wish or imagine them to be. To a large degree, becoming disillusioned equals growing up.


—SCOTT EDELSTEIN,


Sex and the Spiritual Teacher
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Open your heart to your suffering. If you’re feeling that family and friends could be helping more but aren’t, take compassionate action toward yourself by immediately making contact with them. Often people are just waiting to be asked to help but won’t make that first contact.


—TONI BERNHARD,


How to Be Sick
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What is the use of a well


if water is all around?


If the root of thirst is cut,


what can one go and search for?


—FROM Divine Stories
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I’m thankful for being given the opportunity to love and be loved by others, and to express that love through service. The little good I do in this world is, truly, the least I can do in return, but it is what I can do.


—JEFF WILSON,


Buddhism of the Heart
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One of the first signs of progress in practice is simply noticing how chaotic our minds are. We try to remain attentive, but we swiftly “lose our minds” and slip into absent-mindedness. People who never sit quietly and try to focus their minds may remain under the illusion that their minds are calm and collected. Only when we try to direct the attention to a single object for minutes on end does it really become apparent how turbulent and fragmented our attention is.


[image: image]


Thoughts are bound to arise involuntarily, and your attention may also be pulled away by noises and other stimuli from your environment. When you note that you have become distracted, instead of tightening up and forcing your attention back to the breath, simply let go of these thoughts and distractions. Especially with each out-breath, relax your body, release extraneous thoughts, and happily let your attention settle back into the body. When you see that your mind has wandered, don’t get upset. Just be happy that you’ve noticed the distraction and gently return to the breath.


—B. ALAN WALLACE,


The Attention Revolution
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It doesn’t take any great wisdom to know that until you stop doing something, you’re still doing it. As long as you keep on lying, you’re a liar. Until you stop killing, you’re a killer. And there’s no guarantee that just because you’ve stopped others will stop too. Inclusion makes one vulnerable. This is the cost that mercy exacts of the merciful.


[image: image]


Surely if the Buddha could open his heart to the very one who’d come seeking his death, I should be able to find some degree of understanding and compassion for those who might threaten me with harm. It’s an unfortunate habit of the human mind to take sides, dividing up society on the basis of arbitrary standards. It’s a persistent habit that insinuates itself into language and spreads its influence by that means to others. To the degree that it’s a habit of my own behavior, I’m determined to stop. Perhaps, if I succeed, others will be encouraged to stop too.


—LIN JENSEN,


Together Under One Roof
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When I ask someone what his or her practice is, I’ll usually be told something like “counting my breaths.” But what is that person really doing? Whatever method of meditation we adopt, we are inevitably going to try to enlist that practice in the service of one or more of our curative fantasies. A curative fantasy is a personal myth that we use to explain what we think is wrong with us and our lives and what we imagine is going to make it all better. Sometimes these fantasies are quite explicit: we’re sure we know what’s wrong and we’re sure we know what we’re after. Curative fantasies take many forms, and when you know where to look, they can be seen in all sorts of places.


[image: image]


The fundamental dualism we face on the cushion is not some metaphysical abstraction, it is the all too down-to-earth experience of a person divided against herself in the pursuit of a curative fantasy.


—BARRY MAGID,


Ending the Pursuit of Happiness
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Even if its impact isn’t immediate, a solid inner change is sure to have longterm results.


—THANISSARO BHIKKHU


IN Mindful Politics
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The truly religious life liberates a finite, relative being to become a “rare and excellent person” naturally and spontaneously. As imperfect humans, we are bound by our karmic limitations, but that poses no hindrance for reflecting the boundless life and light of the Buddha. It is not the case that everything that karmic evil connotes, including human foolishness, frailties, and failures, completely vanish—but that the overwhelming working of compassion nullifies their negative karmic impact, enabling limited beings to make unlimited contributions to the well-being of all life.


—TAITETSU UNNO


IN Buddhism and Psychotherapy Across Cultures
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Becoming aware of death, our natural reaction is to recoil from it, deny it, hide from it. Instead of embracing our full reality, we tend to attribute permanence, substance, and unchangingness to constructs that cannot live up to these qualities. We cling to loved ones and to our own lives, desperately wanting them to be everlasting. But if we are instead lucky enough to find within ourselves a seed of what motivated Prince Siddhartha two and a half millennia ago, we might begin to investigate what the alternative to clinging is.


[image: image]


The way to wisdom is to hold all things, including ourselves, in open hands. In this difficult but necessary way, we discover how we can return to our authentic heritage, our true home. We can learn to use the fire of our minds to good purpose.


—JAMES ISHMAEL FORD,


Zen Master WHO?
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Difficult people can teach us patience.


If we are sincere about working on ourselves—decreasing our ego, anger, and other delusions, and increasing patience, love, and other positive qualities—then someone who arouses our anger is like a teacher, giving us a chance to learn that we still have a lot of work to do. Think of a time when difficulties with another person taught you important lessons. Resolve that when you again encounter problems with people, you will use these as opportunities for growth. It’s possible that you may end up feeling grateful for the difficult people in your life!


—KATHLEEN MCDONALD,


Awakening the Kind Heart
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The word meditation in the modern world often has the connotation of doing something special to calm the mind or try to achieve some altered state of consciousness. But the Sanskrit word for meditation is bhavana, which simply means “cultivation.” In fact, we are all cultivating our minds in one way or another all the time, through the way we use our attention. The quality of our lives reflects the ways we have cultivated our minds until now.


—B. ALAN WALLACE,


The Attention Revolution
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One of the great losses in our modern secular world is the absence of ritual. Ritual helps to make an activity feel special, and it provides a bridge between the mundane world of ordinary reality and the possibility of a spiritual or transcendent reality. To practice meditation is to be a little more open to the spiritual and the numinous. Many people find it helpful to use a ritual as an entry point into their meditation. The ritual serves to remind them that this is a special time, a time they are setting aside for their inner life, for spiritual practice, for healing, or simply for rest and renewal.


—BOB SHARPLES,


Meditation and Relaxation in Plain English
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You cannot make your body flexible just by thinking about making it flexible. You can only do that by training it; the body has to make the body flexible. Just as physical flexibility has to be created by our body, mental flexibility—which is another name for ultimate peace and happiness—has to be created by our mind, through mental training. Meditation is mental training.


—LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE,


How to Be Happy
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This path leads us to a life where we can truly meet each event, each person, each thing intimately and directly. This intimate directness has no hesitation in it. We perceive clearly, and we move or stay still according to circumstances.


—MELISSA MYOZEN BLACKER,


The Book of Mu
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By just sitting without expectation, the natural stability and clarity of my mind gradually strengthens, little by little. Then I am able to turn that mind upon itself and inquire, “Who? What? Where is that mind?” Not finding anything brings further giving up and a little bit of relaxation in genuineness. With this comes a small further step in understanding the truths of basic goodness, the cocoon by which I cover them, and the way out of the cocoon to realize that basic goodness, our inherent nature of wisdom.


—JEREMY HAYWARD,


Warrior-King of Shambhala
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Whatever your path at this moment, every single step is equal in substance. Every step actualizes the true self. Every moment of practice is always the koan of having to agree to your condition, to bring unlimited friendliness to what you are, just as you are, right now. Even your obnoxiousness, your failures, your rank inadequacy is it. Your best revenge is to include it as you.


—SUSAN MURPHY,


Upside-Down Zen
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Our highest aspirations, like the highest tips of the tallest trees, must of necessity remain rooted in the ground below. It’s natural to look upward as well as down, to reach for the heavens while depending on the earth. We humans live a seesaw sort of life, going up only to come down again, going down in order to push back up. It’s an intricate cooperation between rise and descent, and, while the going up is good and the heights are grand, it’s essential to come back to earth again, back to our roots.


—LIN JENSEN,


Deep Down Things
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In addition to compassion, I found that patience is key to understanding how fear affects us. Usually we refuse to experience fear. We try either to get rid of it or immediately resolve the situation that triggers it. So with patience, we can witness the mind running through its reactive, patterned responses to fear.


At the beginning of a long retreat some years ago, Ajahn Sumedho said in one of his teachings, “If you think you have a problem with fear, you will keep recreating fear.” I had been struggling with fear for weeks, and as he said this, I understood how much I had identified with fear as “my problem.”


So I vowed that if fear arose, however convincing it might seem, I would not try to resolve it, to “let it go,” or to do anything but simply be aware of it. By the end of the retreat, as the fear came and went, my heart was at peace with it. The anticipation, aversion, and desire to control it had been the real causes of suffering, not the fear itself. This was when I learned the importance of patience in uncovering all the layers at the root of my fear.


Of course the fear is there; this body is a fear body. The fear comes back but not in the same way.


—AJAHN SUNDARA


IN The Best of Inquiring Mind
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This true nature of the mind, the seed of everything,


primordially identical with the minds of all conquerors and their children,


is present as the birthless dharmakaya.


It is immaterial, self-knowing, and self-illuminating.


It is not a thing: It has no color, shape, or size.


It isn’t nothing: Through conditions, it appears as everything.


It isn’t permanent: It is empty by nature.


It isn’t nonexistent: Its nature is unchanging self-illumination.


It is not a self: When examined, it has no essence.


It is not selfless: It is the great selfhood of freedom from elaboration.


It is not the extremes: It has no fixation whatsoever.


It is not the middle way: It is devoid of all dependency.


It cannot be identified by an example’s names and symbols.


It has no example: It is like space.


It is not words: It cannot be described by speech.


It is not wordless: It is the cause of all expressions.


It cannot be reached through words such as


existence and nonexistence, truth and falsity,


empty and not empty, peace and no peace,


elaborated and unelaborated,


conceivable and inconceivable,


happiness and suffering, perceivable and unperceivable,


dual and nondual, beyond the intellect and not beyond the intellect,


devoid and not devoid, existent and nonexistent,


pure and impure, naturally present and not naturally present.


—LAMA SHANG


IN Mahamudra and Related Instructions
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Three different epistemological approaches:


seeing ultimate truth by way of not seeing it;


seeing ultimate truth by transcending conceptual elaborations; and


seeing ultimate truth nondually.


—SONAM THAKCHOE,


The Two Truths Debate
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A great insight of the Buddhist tradition is the inevitable unsatisfactoriness of human experience. Often misconstrued as pessimism or even nihilism, the first noble truth—of suffering—does not deny the experience of pleasure, great joy, or happiness. Nor does it suggest that our lives are not meaningful or worthwhile. Rather it indicates a penetrating examination of the mechanisms of pleasure and happiness, and exposes an inherent limitation in the way our mind/body apparatus naturally constructs experience. Recognizing the unsatisfactoriness of our situation is a natural consequence of seeing the radical impermanence of it all.


—ANDREW OLENDZKI,


Unlimiting Mind
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Do not turn the gods into demons.


When displeased, the worldly gods cause harm. The gods are supposed to be beneficial in general; so if they cause harm, they then become demons. Similarly, mind training is supposed to subdue self-grasping. Avoid, therefore, becoming inflated by its practice and generating conceited thoughts such as, “I am an excellent practitioner of mind training; others lack this spiritual practice.” Avoid ridiculing and insulting others out of a sense of superiority. If you strengthen your grasping at the self-existence of phenomena, your practice becomes an endeavor of the enemy. It becomes the act of allowing a thief to escape into the forest while tracking his footprints on a rocky mountain. Avoid all such conduct, and by defaming self-grasping, ensure that the medicine is applied right where the illness is. Comport yourself as the lowest of the low among the servants of all sentient beings.


—SE CHILBU CHOKYI GYALTSEN


IN Essential Mind Training
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Seeking the Buddha within can lead some to awakening, though it is a hard road. My concern is that this path is so frequently misconstrued and that most of us don’t need stories that inspire confidence so much as ones that engender humility. Most of us are part of a cult of individuality, and a dangerous one at that. Turning to the Buddha without as our focus can help diminish that ingrained cultural egoism and lead to a more balanced awakening that locates the Buddha not inside, but in all.


When shunyata is realized, we see that our fundamental nature is not one of inner buddhaness, but of an existence which is completely relational in nature. Thus observing the relations that underlie our practice is a powerful tool for waking up to who and how we really are, one which “de-centers” the inherent pitfall of self-orientation contained in the quest for inner buddhas.


—JEFF WILSON,


Buddhism of the Heart
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You know that all beings that are born will die. All beings wish for happiness and wish to avoid suffering. Can you live viewing all beings as friends who share birth, old age, sickness, and death? Recite and contemplate this one sentence: “All beings are my friends who share birth, aging, sickness, and death.” With every person or animal that you see, with each sound you hear, each sensation you feel, each taste you experience, quietly consider all the beings involved and reflect: “You are my friend who shares birth, old age, sickness, and death.” With each contact—be they bugs, neighbors, children, birds, be it the sound of people passing on the road, the smell of cooked meat, the awareness of passengers in airplanes overhead, memories of people, portraits in the newspaper—contemplate that one sentence: “You are my friend who shares birth, old age, sickness, and death.”


—SHAILA CATHERINE,


Wisdom Wide and Deep








36


Try as I might to hit upon some strategy that is guaranteed to always work, it never happens. How do I get myself to remember to let go of everything all the time?


What about all the times I forget to do that?


[image: image]


As Lao-tzu once said, “Thinking only goes as far as that which it can understand.”


[image: image]


All language is one language.


All sound is one sound.


—JANE DOBISZ,


One Hundred Days of Solitude
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Perfection and change aren’t opposites; they turn out to be synonyms.


[image: image]


One paradox into which many practitioners fall is that having affirmed the emptiness or impermanence of all conditions, including inner ones, they then valorize “enlightenment” precisely as an unchanging, permanent inner state they hope one day to achieve.


[image: image]


In the end, what we may need to be most free of, what keeps us most in bondage, is the very fantasy of absolute freedom itself.


[image: image]


Our practice is a dialectic between self-discovery (what no one can do for us) and self-forgetting (a forsaking of will and a surrender into a life and practice that is not of our creation).


—BARRY MAGID,


Nothing Is Hidden
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Sometimes we assume it is through the inner commentary that we know the world. Actually, that inner speech does not know the world at all. It is the inner speech that spins the delusions that cause suffering. Inner speech causes us to be angry with our enemies and to form dangerous attachments to our loved ones. Inner speech causes all of life’s problems. It constructs fear and guilt, anxiety and depression. It builds these illusions as deftly as the skillful actor manipulates the audience to create terror or tears. So if you seek truth, you should value silent awareness and, when meditating, consider it more important than any thought.


It is the high value that one gives to one’s own thoughts that is the main obstacle to silent awareness. Wisely removing the importance that one gives to thinking, and realizing the greater accuracy of silent awareness, opens the door to inner silence.


—AJAHN BRAHM,


Mindfulness, Bliss, and Beyond
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We must die to each moment and allow life to express itself through us. Our lives may not turn out the way in which the ego has imagined, but when we surrender to the truth of what is, we will find freedom beyond measure as surely as the river finds its way to the sea. When we move beyond the dualistic world, there is a rebirth into the deathless. We finally come home to a place that we have really never left.


—MATTHEW FLICKSTEIN,


The Meditator’s Atlas
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Thus, we can say that to truly love and follow the Buddha is also to love and care for the world, which is also to love and care for other living beings. And the reverse is equally true: to really care for others is at the same time devotion to the Buddha.


—GENE REEVES,
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