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For my uncle Victor Honigmann, who was the first person I heard speak openly of terror and trauma as the gate to walk through toward healing and love.







The inner tangle and the outer tangle

This generation is entangled in a tangle.

And so I ask of Gotama this question:

Who succeeds in disentangling this tangle?

—SAMYUTTA NIKAYA



Truly, is anything missing now?

—HAKUIN EKAKU ZENJI (1686–1769)
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BEFORE YOUR JOURNEY 
(IS THERE A BEFORE?)


Caminante, no hay camino, se hace camino al ander. (Traveler, there is no path to follow, you make your own way as you walk.)

—ANTONIO MACHADO








CHAPTER 1

True Pleasure Is a Place of Practice

When I was eight years old, I told my mother that I wanted to grow up to be a Zen Buddhist monk. Today I am a Zen monk dedicated to serving my Zen students and training people in contemplative approaches to care and medicine. All the time I work with dying people, and only a few of them know they are dying. I am also a sensual person. I have always loved to feel the warmth of the sun on my arm, run my fingers through the grass, or notice the light flickering through the autumn leaves. As a child, I loved to watch the beauty of the clouds moving over the treetops. As a poet friend of mine likes to say, I was “ravaged by beauty.” It shook me up.

I enjoyed these pleasures of the body, yet my experience of the body was also indelibly marked by growing up in a home that held violence and fear: an unstable, unpredictable home. I was raised by loving, ethically idealistic people with, at times, a huge gap between that and how they actually functioned in the world. At a very young age I learned that my body could end. One of the people who lived in my house would often go into rages. You could hear their voice rising, but the scariest sound was the knife drawer opening and the screaming after that, without knowing exactly what was going on from where I was curled up inside the locked upstairs bathroom. I wish I could tell you more details of what happened. I can tell you my body was on high alert. I felt the lack of safety and was keenly aware that this body—my body—was in danger.

This feeling was reinforced through other experiences of violence. In my middle school years, while waiting at the bus stop, I would often find myself alone with the school bully. I was very small, and so I was a favorite target to push down on the ground, the contents of my book bag thrown all over the place in the snow and gravel. Before school, after school, it was all the same shtick, liberally sprinkled with name-calling: fag and queer and so on. Often, I would see blood and life become clear: This is real, this vulnerable body bleeding. Inside the house that could happen; outside the house that could happen. It felt like there was no way out.

Then a small escape opened up. The summer that Star Wars came out, in 1977, I started biking to the mall. It was so amazing! My friend Jason and I would ride our bikes to the mall again and again to see it. I loved Luke Skywalker, who was so whiny and so annoying, which was how I saw myself. Luke was also trapped in a condition that he didn’t like or choose. His body was locked in place, which I related to. Like me, he and his family lived in a spiritual hole, in a spiritually—and actually—barren place. His parents were not his parents, which I also related to. I was sure that something happened to my parents that caused them to disconnect their actions from their core values. They both allowed for the suffering of violence to continue in our houses after their divorce. Yet it was through this same circumstance that Luke ended up meeting his teacher, Obi-Wan Kenobi, through those particular difficult causes and conditions, and that blew my mind. Could something like that happen to me? Could I find a teacher? None of the teachers at school felt like a teacher to me—or for me—and it was then that I started to understand it was possible to actually learn from someone; a person could take you under their wing and help you to leave your hole. Star Wars introduced me to the idea of a student-teacher relationship. I realized that was what I wanted, and soon life pointed toward where it might be found.

At home, no one knew how to get out of this painful gap; everyone seemed trapped, tussling around in our metaphorical hole with our bodies and minds hurting or getting hurt. I wanted to find life beyond that. Then once again I was saved by a movie: The Karate Kid came out. There it was again—a teacher and a whiny, annoying kid, which is how I continued to see myself. I thought maybe karate could be the way out, and I learned that there was a dojo in a local strip mall near our house. It was in a basement, and it was mildewy in there, just like the swamp on Degobah. The teacher, Sensei White, used to make us sit in seiza with our knees tucked under our bodies. It turned out that he was a Zen guy. “You’ll never be free until you can be still with your pain,” he said. That teaching remains essential for me to this day.

I realized that the people in my house were flailing around from their pain and couldn’t seem to stop moving. There was no stillness, no reflection, and they were hurting people and themselves. Sitting on a wood floor with your knees underneath your body is really painful. For me, learning to be with that pain was key. I was sitting there, sweating in seiza, and I felt like I was learning a superpower. It felt like this was actually what I needed to learn in order to experience real freedom. I needed to learn how to be still. This was the beginning, for me, of moving from being driven by my pain to finding a way to be in skillful relationship with it. It was the beginning of a shift from being a victim of my life toward seeing my life as a place of practice.

TANGLES OF OUR OWN MAKING

The suffering we feel is rooted in how tangled up we are. Many of us feel tangled by our fears, our resentments, and our stories about ourselves and others. We feel controlled by behaviors we can’t change, thoughts we can’t stop, feelings we don’t want to feel. We feel tangled in confusion, or in misperception, or in traumas we haven’t learned how to heal. Living so tangled up contorts our bodies, and we end up walking through life like “the ministry of silly walks” in the old Monty Python skit. This reduces our availability to life, to others, and to our true selves.

In the early texts of Buddhism, someone is said to have approached the Buddha (whose name was Siddhartha Gotama) and asked, “The inner tangle and the outer tangle, this generation is entangled in a tangle. And so I ask of Gotama this question: Who succeeds in disentangling this tangle?” It is up to you and me to untangle it.

The “tangle” is all the ways we bind ourselves up in our fears, our unhelpful stories, and our self-created clouds of confusion. It is made out of the ways we try to seek happiness and avoid suffering that totally don’t work. I’ve experienced it myself, and I see it often with the students who study with me. No matter the differences in where they’re from, how they look, or what they do, the students who come to me so often feel overwhelmed, stress, anxiety, and loneliness. They suffer from a profound disconnect from others, like they’re floating in space, untethered. They often—sometimes very often—think that their actual experiences or even their entire lives are not as good as ones they’ve idealized. They are consumed by the fear that they are unlovable just as they are. The suspicion, often unnamed but still lurking under the surface of everything, is that they’ll never be enough to meet what life brings their way.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic heightened a lot of this suffering. Certainly, in the United States, as loved ones became ill, many people died, employment became precarious, and our daily behavior was strictly limited, feelings of instability and fear of disaster came rushing to the fore. The virus exacerbated the anxiety that is threaded through a lot of economic, political, and social issues. Our vulnerability was exposed, and we were reminded that we are not in control. Suddenly, our fragility felt very real.

Life is fragile. It’s delicate and subject to ever-changing circumstances. The epidemic didn’t create that reality; it only made it clearer. We try to hide the tangles we’re caught in under fancy clothes. We pretend that the lopsided way we’re walking through life is a swagger. What happens when the costumes and coping mechanisms are pulled away? Among the many extraordinary things about the entire world going through the shared traumas of COVID-19 was that it made our shared suffering more visible.

The Loneliness Epidemic

A physician I know is consumed with the feeling that they are never meeting expectations. They didn’t reach everyone they wanted to reach that day. They didn’t do everything they could have done. If you were to meet this person, you would see that everything about them radiates warmth. Their body language is open. Their smiles are wide. Judging by outer appearances, you’d think they are free of storms and struggles. In actuality, the whole of their professional life has been plagued by feelings of inadequacy, born from a deeply held and unexamined delusion that they should have no bounds.

So many of us hold fast to an anxious belief that we must do some particular thing or be some particular way in order to be lovable. We can become so fixated on this seemingly urgent requirement that all we see is our own success and (inevitable) failure instead of the real people we are supposed to be loving and being loved by. Ultimately we are incapable of enjoying the simple giving and taking that our strategy was meant to bring us. This is one of many different tangles that can ensnare us in self-referential obsessions even as we wonder why we are so exhausted, so frustrated, and so lonely.

Loneliness is itself a different kind of public health epidemic. Hundreds of articles have been published about loneliness and its detrimental effects on our mental, emotional, and physical health. Britain has even appointed a loneliness minister. Their role is to address the erosion of families and communities, the tearing apart of the social fabric, rising divorce rates, and all forms of isolation. And yet, on a daily basis, how many people do you personally see or hear expressing that they’re unbearably lonely? One of the symptoms of the trouble is that the ones suffering from loneliness often do not share their struggle—sometimes they don’t know how to name it even for themselves.

Junk Pleasure

The consequences of the way we tangle ourselves up are very real. Even those of us who have succeeded in ways that society values—getting married, making money, acquiring status—often feel unanchored, disengaged, and empty, and they can’t figure out why. Frequently, we attempt to fill the hole we feel with junk pleasure, which our culture feeds us in steady supply: shopping, alcohol and drugs, sex and porn, food, you name it. It’s not that there’s anything wrong with these things in and of themselves (personally, I’ve got a weakness for Apple products). It’s that they aren’t able to do what we’re asking them to do. And when they fail or are not available, then we can get desperate.

During the COVID-19 pandemic we have been told many times that what we need to do is “shelter in place.” This has often sounded to me like a coded message from the universe, a Zen message, if you will, because amid our pain, sheltering in place is exactly what we need to do. We need to take shelter in being exactly in the place that we are now, because when we do that, where we are now becomes the place of practice.


Finding Shelter Is a Place of Practice

The following is a practice to help you begin to identify your tangles. It’s a good way to begin working with the practices in this book, and you can return to it any time.

Find somewhere to sit comfortably. Let your body settle in a way that feels good. Make whatever microadjustments are needed. Be aware of your breathing, and then let your awareness of your breath draw you into your lower belly. Allow your belly to be soft. Let your awareness arrive fully in the body, flowing throughout it until you can feel the sensations throughout your body. Feel clearly that your body is your place. This body of sensations right here, with its tension and pleasures, its tingling and its vibrations, this body of sensations is your home. Let the sensations rise freely into your awareness. Let yourself settle as one with them. Let them hold your awareness, anchoring it and giving your mind a place to shelter.

Entering a place of refuge is a place of practice.



SHEDDING THE THREADS

By the time students come to me, they’ve often tried many different things to make themselves happy, and none of them have worked. They’ve come to the hard-won, dispiriting realization that the things that seem so pleasurable are not, really. What they thought would satisfy them doesn’t last. They don’t feel like society has given them any real answers. Sometimes they’re at their absolute wit’s end. What they’re after is nothing short of a truly happy life, one free from the hold of junk pleasure that satisfies our urge for instant gratification but does not provide true nourishment. They’re tired of living all tangled up, and yet they have no idea how to get out of it alone.

This is the same plight that a certain guy you may have heard of found himself struggling with a long time ago in India. He led a privileged life and yet was confronted by some grim realities: that everything changes and we get old and sick and die. He was a prince, so all the luxuries of an actual palace stopped being of interest to him. Once those truths sunk in, the distractions he was used to were no longer of interest to him. Shaken by the realization, he set out to transform his life.

As important a figure as the Buddha was and is, I think about him as just another person continuously practicing. What he did was take an honest account of our situation as human beings—all of our vulnerabilities and the way we cause ourselves needless suffering—then, as the texts tell it, he vowed to never again build himself a house of sorrow. It’s the poetic way of saying that he looked around and thought, “Damn! I’ve got to see through all my bullshit.”

Wanting to get your shit together is a powerful and important place to be. It’s the beginning of deep inquiry. Inquiry is central to transforming our awareness. Many spiritual traditions have lineages, much like family trees. Inquiry is so fundamental to the view of practice in my own Soto Zen lineage that an ancestor in my lineage, Hongzhi Zhengjue, used a Chinese phrase meaning “inquiry” to sum up the whole of Buddhist practice. From that place of readiness to inquire deeply, we can start to answer the simplest and most complex question that we face as human beings: What is my life about, and how do I live my values in it?

What’s interesting is that for many of us, the shape of the answer is the same, just as the biggest, heaviest threads in our tangle are the same. What we want is a life infused with meaning, marked by genuine connection, and aligned with what matters most. A life like that is full of true pleasure. True pleasure is the other side of junk pleasure; it can’t be produced through any of the means we’re used to. This type of life builds gradually, but with a more solid foundation—it can’t be swept away by circumstance or anyone else, because the only thing it depends on is you. It takes a big effort to cultivate, but is 100 percent possible. And it’s totally free.

When you figure out how to keep growing true pleasure, it pervades your life inside and out. That’s a good thing not only for you, but for others, too. An untangled person isn’t spending a lot of time struggling to move and walk without pain. With freedom of movement and true pleasure comes a feeling of richness, maybe for the first time. Richness enables generosity. In a time of ecological crisis, rising inequality, violence, and trauma, surely the world needs our generosity. It needs people who feel rich enough to give, which has nothing to do with your bank account.

Stepping on the Eightfold Path

Fortunately, the Buddha not only figured out how to see through his shit; he also taught others how to do it. That’s the original definition of a Buddha—someone who both wakes themselves up and is able to teach others how to wake themselves up too. The method he laid out for cultivating a life of true pleasure is called the Eightfold Path. The Eightfold Path is a place of practice, a container for our aspirations and longings for freedom that can carry us to our true home.

The eight parts of the path are a time-tested map for transformation that people have been following for almost three thousand years. Making the Eightfold Path our place of practice catalyzes inner change that radiates into our external lives, from everyday interactions to our most intimate relationships. The true pleasure it creates is one that calms us, grounds us, and sustains us, making the bad times more easily borne and the good times even better.

I’ve spent the last thirty-five years of my life practicing the Eightfold Path. When you make a home in it, it makes a home in you. It turned me from someone who was traumatized and untrusting into someone I never thought I’d be: joyful, open, and able to reflect that energy back into the world.

Picture the eight aspects of the path like eight spokes on a wheel leading into the central hub. That central hub is where we find true pleasure, which is the joy of the path. Anywhere on the wheel is walkable, including all the roads, the outer rim, and the central hub. There is no arrival point or finish line, although you can spend more and more time within the hub of true pleasure.

The Eightfold Path won’t help you strike it rich, lose weight, or win friends and influence people. What these practices will do is help you untangle, and when you do that, you’ll be free to stretch your wings. Heck, you’ll be free to howl at the moon. This is the freedom that would appear if you forgave who you are and expressed your true nature—if you let your freak flag fly.

Don’t Hold Back

I believe that everyone intuits there is a way to live that is easeful, connected, authentic, and free. Most of us have had moments, or even seasons of life, when we felt like that. Some people have the idea that it’s a kind of heaven, and that it can’t exist in this world. The design perspective, so to speak, of Buddhism is different. Freedom exists here, where we are, moment by moment, and this can be invited and cultivated. Living a life of true pleasure is living with a sense of expansion, of exploration and curiosity, of having wild access to the full range of human experience from the depths of the Pacific Ocean to the heights of Everest. Learning how to live like this requires what is required of all adventurers: courage. It’s the courage to say what you value and stick to it. It’s the courage to stop fucking around, because life is short.

Fifteen years ago, my husband, Chodo, and I had the honor of care partnering with a woman named Rose as she was dying. I think about her when I think about courage.

“Promise me you won’t hold back,” she said to us, on her deathbed. Her energy had been low and quiet for days, but she became exuberant for a minute while she spoke. “I held back for twenty years,” she said. “Then I didn’t anymore, and I have no regrets. Promise me you won’t hold back.”

This is the kind of courage we need to walk the eight roads and create a life of true pleasure. Ready? Don’t worry—you never will be. Let’s begin anyway.








Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters are seared with scars.

—KAHLIL GIBRAN



Buddha is a statue of liberty, a symbol of interdependence and freedom. When you see the Buddha statue, do not ask for a solution or to be free from problems, because our problems are the things that nobody else can solve. Even the Buddha cannot solve the problem. He teaches us how to be with this problem. So when you see the Buddha statue, do not ask for solutions. Ask to struggle together. Please struggle together with me.

—GENYU KOJIMA ROSHI








CHAPTER 2

The Tangle

Before we begin exploring the Eightfold Path, we should become familiar with what is blocking us from walking it. What are the tangles that are constricting our arms and legs so we can’t move, or covering our mouths so we can’t speak? We won’t end our suffering unless we understand it first. So, we begin by focusing on our suffering itself, so that once understood, it can become malleable and workable.

As we age, the jolts and injuries of life can add up and gradually become active in us as forces that take away our autonomy and our presence. Instead of our life being a place of practice, it becomes a place of escaping, a place where we try to run from ourselves. That is, of course, impossible, so our lives become places of impossibility instead of places of possibility.


Opening the Cage

The following practice can help open you up to the possibility of going beyond your stories. Before we can be free, we often need to be able to imagine ourselves free.

Imagine yourself locked in a tight cage almost the same shape as your body. Feel how uncomfortable it is—the lack of movement and possibilities. The bars of the cage are made out of your stories that limit you. What stories are the bars in front of you made out of? For me, these are the stories I tell myself most often—the greatest hits. Then, imagine the stories that make up the side walls of your cage. What are the stories you are less conscious of that squeeze you in? Breathe into them. How does that feel? Now take a moment to imagine the bars behind you. What are the stories that keep you against the wall? Breathe into these. Now, imagine that the cage is unlocked, as it actually has always been. What does that feel like in your body and mind? As you push the door open, what happens?

Unlocking our cages is a place of practice.



SOFTENING YOUR NARRATIVE

In my life, I’ve struggled with the narrative that I am a victim, a story I inherited from hearing my family talk about the Holocaust. My great-uncle was imprisoned in a concentration camp; my grandparents would often talk about their extended family being killed for who they were. My grandpa George used to hold up a book called The Indestructible Jews and say, “Remember this! We will always be victimized.” I think it’s interesting how he overlooked the other implication of the title. I was getting consistent messages from a very early age that the Jews were a vulnerable, endangered people, and so that must have meant that I was endangered too.

On top of that, I experienced sexual, physical, and emotional violence in my family. This fed the narrative I was constructing: Not only were other people going to harm me, but the people who said they loved me were going to harm me too. At school, I was being bullied for being gay. I felt like there was danger everywhere I went.

As a teenager and into adulthood, this resulted in a deep, unmet longing for, and fear of, connection. I was so lost and had such little understanding of who I was that I made all my decisions based on fear and a preconceived notion of my identity as someone who was preyed upon. This is how I ended up, for instance, in my freshman year of college thinking that joining a fraternity would make me feel a sense of belonging in the new, unsafe environment of college. Since what I was becoming was an out gay man, it made me feel the total opposite (although I did meet some lifelong friends in my fraternity).

These are just some examples of how we let our tangles shape our lives. We look up through all the layers of our past suffering, and then make matters worse for ourselves. This is how a gay Jewish man becomes vice president of a heteronormative fraternity, or how people can reach the end of their lives and not feel like they’ve lived at all.

Rather than simply repeating the same mistakes over and over, we have to learn how to direct our thoughts and then our actions differently. We can do this by finding shelter in our place of practice and acting from there. This is the underlying principle of walking the Eightfold Path.

GETTING BEYOND AND GETTING INTIMATE

Walking the Eightfold Path means balancing two principles: becoming intimate with our suffering and exploring what else is true. In order to balance, it helps to walk this together, shoulder to shoulder. I invite you to do this together with me here.

Getting Intimate

Zen Centers around the world perform a ceremony called the Gate of Sweet Nectar, which is an old Buddhist ceremony to feed what the tradition calls “hungry ghosts.” Hungry ghosts were believed to be lost spirits who were wandering the cosmos, fixated on obsessions they couldn’t let go of. You might be able to relate. Maybe think of this ceremony as compassionately feeding our inner demons with care to reduce their pain. There’s a line at the end of a chant that goes, “May all evil be satisfied and be quieted by this effort.” I know that the word evil has a lot of baggage. Here you can think of it as simply suffering, and quieting it as simply being in healthy relationship with that suffering—acknowledging that it’s there and seeing what you can do about getting to know it. This point is crucial.

In the Gate of Sweet Nectar ceremony, the hungry ghosts are not banished or killed. They’re being cared for like you’d quiet a small child having a tantrum. When walking the eight roads we’ll describe in this book, this is the kind of kindness and patience with which we should approach our “evil.” With this in mind, getting intimate means getting to know our suffering the best we can, since it’s impossible to work with something that is only a mystery to us. It also means staying intimate with what we find there, even if it frightens us.

We all have a legion inside of us, like the possessed man in the Bible story. We’re all capable of evil. As soon as you think you’ve successfully rid yourself of it, you’re likely heading for disaster. When you know who your demons are and how they like to work, you can start figuring out how to quiet their tantrums by swaddling them with love.

Moving through Suffering

Getting beyond means not imprisoning yourself inside the stories you tell yourself about yourself. Who would you be, and what kind of life would you live, if you didn’t believe you were only a certain way?

My husband, Chodo, began learning about getting beyond his stories from the first Buddhist he ever met. Back then he was Robert (Chodo is his Buddhist name). He had just gotten sober. He was taking care of his body, going through psychoanalytic training, and continuing to meet weekly with a supervisor. And yet he still felt empty inside.

At his weekly appointments he kept on seeing this interesting woman with piercing blue eyes and a bald head walking around the place. He mentioned to his supervisor how sad it was that this woman had cancer, and his supervisor laughed. “She doesn’t have cancer,” he said. “She’s a Buddhist monk. You should go








Getting Intimate, Getting Beyond








BEGINNING IN THE BODY








Praise for 
Untangled

“With tender, searing honesty, Koshin Paley Ellison shows us how to find peace and inner freedom right in the heart of our struggles and pain. The writing is heartfelt and charming, there’s a fresh retelling of the Buddha’s wisdom, and each page shines with insightful suggestions for a life that is brave, honest, and filled with love. I’ve never read a more compelling, liberating book.”

—Rick Hanson, Ph.D., author of Buddha’s Brain, Hardwiring Happiness, Resilient, and Making Great Relationships

“Untangled is a love letter to the broken-hearted. It is a balm for what ails us. Koshin Paley Ellison writes with the wit, wisdom, and loving embrace of one who has walked the path of heartache and loss and discovered the comfort of our shared humanity embedded in that experience. Each of us can be nourished by his words; each of us needs to be untangled so that we may live well and love each other. This is the book the world needs now.”

—Jerry Colonna, author of Reboot: Leadership and the Art of Growing Up.

“In Koshin Paley Ellison’s wonderful book Untangled, he places the classical framework of the Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path in the context and complexity of our daily lives. The clarity of his open heart and deep wisdom shine on every page.”

—Joseph Goldstein, author of Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Awakening

“This wonderful, thoroughly contemporary, totally engaging presentation of Buddhist wisdom uses sources as diverse as the Buddha and Dogen and Cinderella and Einstein and Star Wars and the author’s grandmother, echoing the instruction that the Buddha gave to monks whom he had trained as they left his community to become teachers themselves: ‘Teach the holy Dharma in the idiom of the people.’ Koshin has done that! And I love it! It is a pleasure to read.”

—Sylvia Boorstein, author of Happiness Is an Inside Job

“What!?? An approachable Zen Master? Who’s willing to be vulnerable and is comfortable with hugs and tears? In Untangled, Koshin Paley Ellison reveals just such a Zen Master. In effortless prose full of personal stories and simple exercises, he offers a way for anyone who is willing to practice the Buddha’s path of healing and transformation.”

—Norman Fischer, Zen priest and author of When You Greet Me I Bow: Notes and Reflections from a Life in Zen

“Koshin Paley Ellison pays as much attention to inner practice as he does outer life. Here is a guide who approaches you with respect. Here is a friend on the page.”

—Padraig O’Tauma, author of Poetry Unbound

“Personal, practical, intimate, and illuminating. Untangled is filled with vivid stories that give the practitioner much to think about and even more to feel.”

—Laurie Anderson, avant-garde artist, composer, musician, and film director

“Sadly, many of us get ‘tangled’ by the reality of everyday life, which for many results in suffering. In this wonderful book, we are given the opportunity to get ‘untangled,’ allowing for greater clarity and insight to not only understand the meaning of being present but, ultimately, our purpose in life.”

—James R. Doty, M.D., founder and director of the Stanford University Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education (CCARE)

“Koshin’s book Untangled guides us to find peace using Buddhist teachings. Koshin is a role model for Buddhist monks.”

—Kodo Nishimura, makeup artist, Buddhist monk, and LGBTQ activist

“Koshin Paley Ellison engages us from a life of hard-earned wisdom, showing us a way out of our countless tangles toward a path to freedom.”

—Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence
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