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Once there was a rich man who had everything he could possibly need. There was nothing he could not buy, and he was used to getting everything he wanted, and everything his own way.

One day he heard of a great Zen master, and went to him. ‘Open my mind to enlightenment,’ he told the Zen master. ‘Teach me.’ He was, remember, used to getting everything he wanted. He was used to getting things his own way.

The master smiled, told the man to sit down and called for tea. When the tea was served, the master set a cup before the rich man and began to pour. The master kept pouring. He kept pouring, and the tea came up to the rim of the cup and over the rim. ‘You’re spilling it,’ said the rich man, but the master kept pouring, and the tea came onto the table. ‘What are you doing?’ said the rich man, but the master kept pouring and the tea flooded the table. ‘The cup is full!’ cried the rich man. ‘Stop! Stop pouring!’ But the master did not stop, and the tea spilled onto the expensive robes of the rich man. ‘Can’t you see the cup is full?’ cried the rich man. ‘What are you doing?’

‘You are the cup,’ said the master, still smiling. ‘You are the cup, so full that nothing more can be added. Come back to me with an empty mind, and I can teach you.’
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A Full Teacup

When we come to begin any form of study, we come with our prejudices and our preconceptions. We come with an idea of what we might be about to learn, and where that learning journey might take us. I’d bet that right now, you have a few ideas about what Buddhism is, what Zen is and how they can help you – as discussed in the Introduction to this book. After all, wherever we go, we bring everything we are, and everything we have accumulated over the years, with us; we are an amalgam of every idea we’ve picked up and absorbed throughout our lives.
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‘Cogito, ergo sum,’ wrote the philosopher René Descartes: I think, therefore I am. He meant that in order for a thought to exist, there has to be someone to think it; the idea of the thought proves the existence of the thinker. But we can also take this to mean that we are intrinsically linked with our thoughts. Our thoughts make us who we are, and make up our sense of how we live. Some of these thoughts are sensible and based in reality; some of them are speculations, or based on false premises. Some of them are feelings. Some of them are assumptions. Some of them start from ideas that aren’t necessarily helpful. We are a million things, made of contradictions, desires, sufferings and dreams – and we are, in short, starting with a pretty full teacup.

Let me be clear: this isn’t an accusation, or an attack. A full teacup is the human condition. A full teacup is everyone’s starting point (not just a rich man in a Zen koan), and this is not necessarily a bad thing. It’s not a bad thing provided we don’t mind doing the work to empty the teacup – to empty our minds – and, in fact, that’s exactly what this book is for. We empty the teacup so that we can see what the teacup really is: who we really are.

Because we are, according to Zen tradition, already enlightened. We are already enough; we already know the answers. We aren’t trying to find something external, but something internal: some truth simultaneously fundamental to ourselves and common to all. The great American master Charlotte Joko Beck once described Zen as the process of ‘becoming acquainted with ourselves’. Every other benefit that comes with this practice is perhaps ultimately a byproduct of this extreme self-knowledge. To know yourself is to know the context in which you exist; to know the context in which you exist is to know the world; to know the world as it really is is to be kinder, more thoughtful and more aware. Who knows? It may even make you happier.
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EXERCISE:

Take a Moment to Notice

So where to begin? We begin by acknowledging our preconceptions; we begin by acknowledging ourselves where we are, by meeting ourselves at our current state.

Take a moment, now, to notice where you are, emotionally and physically; notice any worries, or any stresses. You might want to write these down. Notice how you feel about this book, and this exercise; notice if anything has spoken to you so far, and notice (it’s fine!) if it hasn’t. Notice yourself – even if, right now, all you can be sure of is where you are. Where are you, right now? How are you sitting? How are you standing? Are you in any pain or discomfort? Are you slouching or holding yourself up straight? How are your core muscles and your spine? How do you feel?

Don’t try to change things, unless you want to; don’t feel you have to be different.





The Beginner’s Mind

We can’t try to be what we are not, and we can’t try to get somewhere without knowing where we begin. In the following chapters, and in time, we’ll delve into practical methods of meditation, communion and connection; we’ll speak of the Buddha, his teachings and the Three Jewels (or Three Treasures) of Zen Buddhism. We’ll talk about our influences and our actions; about the Noble Eightfold Path and the Three Pure Precepts. We’ll learn about how to incorporate the attitudes and directions of Zen into our ordinary lives, a little at a time, and whether a regular life in an increasingly capitalist and corporate society can, in fact, ever be Zen. (We will also talk about whether this kind of puritan attitude is remotely helpful; and, indeed, if this ascetic strictness does more harm than good.)

And perhaps some of these ideas are already familiar to you. Perhaps you already know something of these things, and yet in order to come through this little book – and any kind of Zen study – we must come with what’s known as the Beginner’s Mind, or shoshin. We must come humble, with an empty teacup, ready to receive anything as if for the first time. We must come ready to receive whatever life gives us; ready and receptive to understand the lessons that life is teaching us. You see, we must come to Zen with shoshin in order that we may come to everything else in our life with shoshin.
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This sounds like another koan in and of itself – but the truth is that this is the way that Zen is not merely a part of, but a whole approach to, life. Zen is not something we can pick up and put down; it is a state of mind by which we approach all our own decisions, our own actions, our own relationships and our own feelings. Zen is life; and life, done right, is Zen.

We’ll end this chapter with a quick exercise, drawn from mindfulness therapies. It might seem a little strange, but go with it: I promise you it’s leading up to something.
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This exercise is inspired, too, by the work of British food writer Bee Wilson. Wilson works extensively with an organization called Taste Education, who believe that obesity can be tackled by teaching children to eat mindfully and carefully: they routinely take fruits and vegetables into schools, and ask children to play with them, taste them, touch them, feel them, observe them, describe them. They believe that it is vital to the human experience to eat with attention: to bring, in a sense, the Beginner’s Mind to this also.
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EXERCISE:

The Raisin Exercise

You’ll need, for this exercise, a few raisins. Raisins, like the dried-fruit, packed-lunch snack kind of raisins. Ordinary raisins.

(Raisins are great because there’s a lot to notice about them, and they have the benefit of feeling already familiar to most of us. If you can’t get raisins, feel free to use any other food. Try dates, dried apricots or walnuts as alternatives. And, as we progress through this book, we’ll come back to the skills we’re first attempting here with everything we eat. We’re learning attention exercises here that, in time, we’ll bring to every element of our lives.)

Hold the raisins in your hand.

Now imagine – really, as hard as you can – that you have never seen a raisin before. You have never heard of this food. You have never come across anything like this. You have never seen a raisin before. This? You have no idea what this is. You have no idea what’s in your hand. One at a time, I want you to bring each of your senses to bear on the raisins: look, touch, sound, smell, taste.

What does it look like? What does its skin look like? How big is it? How does it feel in your hand? Does it have a smell? What does it taste like? What does it feel like in your mouth? What is the texture, and is it different when you touch it and when you taste it?

Eat the raisin mindfully, slowly, with concentration. Jot down a few notes, perhaps. Really focus your mind on this raisin, as if you’re preparing a report for someone else who has also never eaten a raisin.

Take your time. Eat another raisin with the same degree of conscious attention. Don’t let your mind wander off topic: tell me about the raisin. Write your notes about the raisin. Keep your mind on the raisin. Imagine you’re a scientist, exploring the possibilities inherent in the raisin.



Maybe this exercise, especially the imaginative parts, seemed very silly to you. If so, I’m sorry – perhaps it is – but I want you to try it anyway. You don’t have to tell anyone, and I won’t if you don’t.

You see, this kind of play, and possibility for play, is inherent to a Zen way of looking at life. Sometimes looking at the world through a playful lens gives us a whole new way of understanding that which seemed mundane or routine before – and that is right at the heart of Zen.

What we’re doing with this exercise is learning to focus our attention rigorously on a single thing – and we’re doing this for two reasons.

First, as practice: we want to be able to train our minds not to wander. We want to be able to direct our attention fully to a single thing, and a single purpose, as and when we see fit. We want to be able to be the master of our own minds, rather than being dragged hither and thither by the whims of our imaginative and distracted inner monologues.

But second, did you notice that while you were concentrating on the raisin – if you did it right – there was no space left in your mind at that moment for conscious worry about anything else? Think about those worries and stresses we acknowledged a little earlier in this chapter. Did you think of them while you were contemplating the raisin? Or did it buy you just a little moment of peace? This is the point of meditation – not to give you space to obsess over your worries, but to give you space from them – and it’s meditation to which we’ll turn in the next chapter.
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KEY PILLAR:

The Eightfold Path

These are the eight steps at the heart of Buddhism, the eight central tenets by which Buddhists live. By holding to these principles we can be freed, so Buddhists believe, from the ancient and eternal cycle of suffering.

The cycle is called samsara, and it means repetition. It means doing the same things again. It means ‘wandering’, as in wandering through a desert, as in wandering without direction. It means aimlessness: a life without purpose, an existence without beginning or end, a world without meaning. By these eight steps we can be freed. By these steps we can find, at last, peace: nirvana.
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