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With gratitude I dedicate this book to all beings.
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The Human Situation

IMAGINE THAT YOU SEE PEOPLE SEATED AT a sumptuous banquet. Long tables piled high with delicacies are spread out before them. A dazzling and mouth-watering array of foods, perfectly prepared, is steaming and glistening and sizzling right in front of their eyes, easily within reach.

But the people seated at this feast aren’t eating. In fact, their plates are empty. They haven’t helped themselves to so much as a crumb. They’ve been seated at this banquet for a long time now. And they’re slowly and steadily starving to death.

They’re starving not because they can’t partake of the wonderful feast, or because eating is forbidden, or difficult, or harmful. They’re starving because they don’t realize that food is what they need. They don’t recognize the sharp, urgent pains in their stomachs as hunger. They don’t see that what they need to do, all they need to do, is enjoy the feast that’s right in front of them.

This is our basic human situation. Most of us sense that something is amiss with our lives. But we haven’t any idea what our problem really is, or what we should do about it. We may see—perhaps dimly—that the food is there before us, but we don’t connect it to the pain inside us, even as that pain grows sharper and more fierce.

We long for something. We feel pain and loss. We suffer. Everything we need to alleviate this dissatisfaction is right here before us. Yet we don’t realize it.

According to the buddha-dharma, this sad state of affairs, this profound and ongoing dissatisfaction, is the first truth of existence. All the pain we bring to ourselves and others—the hatred, the warring, the groveling, the manipulation—is our own doing. It comes out of our own hearts and minds, out of our own confusion.

Furthermore, if we don’t see exactly what the problem is, we’re going to perpetuate it. We’re going to teach our children our confusion, and we’ll go on, generation after generation, doing more of the same to ourselves and to each other.

When the Buddha looked honestly into his own heart and mind, he realized this, just as countless others have realized it since. Each of these people saw for themselves that their suffering, and the means to stop it, lay within themselves.

This is not to say that we should expect to be free of problems, or that if only we behave properly things will go as we would like. No person’s life—including Buddha’s—ever is, was, or will be free of difficulty. The buddha-dharma does not promise to make our lives problem-free. Rather, it urges us to examine the nature of our problems, what they are and where they come from. The buddha-dharma is not an armchair philosophy. It isn’t pipe dreaming. It’s about getting down to basics and acting on them.

[image: ]
There is an old story about a man who came to see the Buddha because he had heard that the Buddha was a great teacher. Like all of us, he had some problems in his life, and he thought the Buddha might be able to help him straighten them out.

He told the Buddha that he was a farmer. “I like farming,” he said, “but sometimes it doesn’t rain enough, and my crops fail. Last year we nearly starved. And sometimes it rains too much, so my yields aren’t what I’d like them to be.”

The Buddha patiently listened to the man.

“I’m married, too,” said the man. “She’s a good wife … I love her, in fact. But sometimes she nags me too much. And sometimes I get tired of her.”

The Buddha listened quietly.

“I have kids,” said the man. “Good kids, too … but sometimes they don’t show me enough respect. And sometimes … ”

The man went on like this, laying out all his difficulties and worries. Finally he wound down and waited for the Buddha to say the words that would put everything right for him.

Instead the Buddha said, “I can’t help you.”

“What do you mean?” said the astonished man.

“Everybody’s got problems,” said the Buddha. “In fact, we’ve all got eighty-three problems, each one of us. Eighty-three problems, and there’s nothing you can do about it. If you work really hard on one of them
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Appendix

Dependent Arising
 
THE BUDDHA’S TEACHING ON HOW ignorance and intention are linked to duhkha via a twelve-link chain is called Dependent Arising (pratityasamutpada). He said,


Dependent upon ignorance arise dispositions; dependent upon dispositions arises consciousness; dependent upon consciousness arise mind and body; dependent upon mind and body arise the six senses; dependent upon the six senses arises contact; dependent upon contact arises feeling; dependent upon feeling arises craving; dependent upon craving arises grasping; dependent upon grasping arises being; dependent upon being arises birth; dependent upon birth arise old age and death, grief, lamentation, suffering, dejection, and despair. Thus arises the entire mass of suffering.

However, from the utter fading away and ceasing of ignorance, there is ceasing of dispositions; from the ceasing of dispositions, there is ceasing of consciousness; from the ceasing of consciousness, there is ceasing of mind and body; from the ceasing of mind and body, there is ceasing of the six senses; from the ceasing of the six senses, there is ceasing of contact; from the ceasing of contact, there is ceasing of feeling; from the ceasing of feeling, there is ceasing of craving; from the ceasing of craving, there is ceasing of grasping; from the ceasing of grasping, there is ceasing of being; from the ceasing of being, there is ceasing of birth; from the ceasing of birth, there is ceasing of old age and death, grief, lamentation, suffering, dejection, and despair. And thus there is the ceasing of this entire mass of suffering.



The Buddha described this chain in terms of bondage and liberation. Bondage is the taking hold of any link of this chain (and thus the entire chain); liberation is the letting go of the chain. This letting go comes through seeing.

In this teaching, the Buddha points out what our actual experience is—that all things arise together, or dependently. Nothing appears by itself; everything we experience appears in a context and against a backdrop of other things that are dependent on and conditioned by each other.

A literal translation of the Buddha’s words would be, “When this arises, that becomes.” In other words, the Buddha never spoke of things as they are, since this is the very delusion we suffer from in the first place. He spoke of things as they have come to be in this moment, dependent on other things. When the sun rises, we have daylight. The Buddha would further remind us that these two things are always found together. Sunrise and daylight are not exactly two, but inextricably linked together.

In everyday life, however, the idea that all things come intimately joined is not at all obvious to us. This ignorance is what keeps us in bondage.

The twelve-link chain the Buddha spoke of is not a progression through time or space, as if link one leads to link two, and so on. Rather, if you pick up any one of these links, you have the whole chain—not in a temporal sequence, but all at once.

In the chart on page 161 the chain is presented as a straight line going from link one to link twelve. I’ve presented it this way for the sake of easy reading and comprehension. But a truly accurate picture would array the twelve links in a circle, like the numbers on the face of a clock.

Let’s look at this chain in detail. We’ll start with ignorance, which is considered the first link. Ignorance is like a black hole that sucks everything into it, even illumination. Thus we can’t see it, at least not directly.

One of the characteristics of ignorance, then, is that we’re ignorant of our ignorance. This puts a pernicious spin on our predicament.

There are two kinds of ignorance: blindness and self-deception. Blindness is ignorance of the basic realities of existence: impermanence, duhkha, and selflessness. (Buddha called these the “three marks of existence.”) Self-deception is our belief that we can know intellectually what things are. “Oh! That’s water,” we say. “Hydrogen and oxygen.” And then we dismiss the actual experience of this moment. (But if you really want to know what water is, just take a drink, or go for a walk in the rain, or take a swim.)

In short, we’re simply confused about this moment. As Huang Po said, in our ignorance we reject actual experience in favor of what we think. Thus we posit a self in our thought, and we see permanence where there isn’t any.

If instead we would attend to this moment, we would see that nothing actually arises, persists, or dies as a separate entity. This is what we truly can know—but we ignore it and suffer greatly as a result.

This moment is complete unto itself. There’s nothing lacking in this moment. If we would actually see this moment for what it is, we would see all of space and time as nothing other than here and now.

In ignoring this—our actual experience—the mind no longer rests quietly in Wholeness, but begins to lean. The Buddha called this “disposition of mind,” or intention. This forms the second link on the chain. Any actions that come out of such a mind are willed.fn1

We routinely act out of intent, out of a leaning mind. Nature, acting out of the Whole, does not. We commonly see things “out there” and go after them. Our mind is thus characterized by division and separation.

But the Whole functions differently. There’s nothing “out there” for Mind to lean toward or away from. Thus the actions produced by Mind—the Whole, or nature—are radically different in essence (though not always in appearance) from acts of human will.

Nature acts out of the Whole, without any effort or intent. Through innumerable transformations, the Whole continues as beginningless and endless action and reaction. Intention steps into the natural flow of action and attempts to control it. This is the source of duhkha.

When in ignorance a mind imagines “that, out there,” it leans toward it or away from it. This disposition of mind involves discrimination, the next link of the chain. This third link is also known as consciousness.

Consciousness divides Reality. It conceptualizes it, packages it, and explains it to itself. Then in our ignorance, we think it’s taking readings on things “out there.”

In Buddhism, consciousness is sometimes depicted as a monkey in a tree full of flowers. “Oh! I’ll take that one, and that one, and that one.” With consciousness, there’s this, that, and the next thing. The world is continuously being divided up in various ways.

In our everyday view, we think that the world is out there, separate and persistent, and we think of consciousness as a sort of unifying action, a linking of pieces or parts. From such a view, your consciousness is taking in this book—visually, tactilely, and even audibly as you turn the pages.

To awakened people, however, the picture is reversed. What is actually experienced is always a seamless Whole. Consciousness divides it. And, of course, the most basic division is “me” and “everything else,” self and other.

Consciousness not only divides the world spatially, it also divides it temporally. We thus imagine past, present, and future, and the persistence of separate objects.

Conscious experience is very much like a movie. It’s just one moment—one still—after another. But because these seem to occur in rapid succession, we adopt the contradictory belief that there are particular, persistent things out there that nevertheless change. For this reason, the Buddha called this link “rebirth consciousness,” a sense that objects persist, being reborn moment after moment.

Link four, mind and body, and link five, the senses, comprise the delusion that we ourselves are particular, persisting things. Each of us conceives of a particular body, then imagines that this body supports a particular consciousness. Along with these come the senses and the organs associated with them. According to Buddhist teachings, there are six senses: the five we are already familiar with and the mind. Each sense is paired with a sense organ: eyes with sight, ears with hearing, nose with smell, tongue with taste, body with touch, and mind with thought.

Once we conceive of objects as “out there,” a persistent body and mind as “in here,” and a set of sense organs to bridge the gap between the two, we have the illusion of contact or connection. This is link six. From our common, deluded standpoint, we think we’re connected to a world “out there.”

The great Zen master Pai-chang said, “If you realize there is no connection between your senses and the external world, you will be enlightened on the spot.” There can be no connection because there are no separate things to be connected.

It’s possible to experience directly what Pai-chang describes here. To see in this way is utterly liberating.

In our delusion—our sense of connection with things out there—we react emotionally. This is the seventh link, feeling.

Dependent upon feeling arises links eight and nine, craving and desire. This is the need to grab certain objects “out there” and bring them closer, and to keep others at a distance or push them away. With desire comes grasping, the ninth link of the chain. We want to hold onto what we love, and to grab hold of what we dislike and hurl it away from us. This link has also been called “the hardening of craving,” or “attachment.”

There are two forms of grasping. First there is the grasping at sense objects. You see the object of your desire out there and you take hold of it.

The second kind of grasping is holding tight to belief. The Buddha identified three common types of belief. The first is belief in something “out there” that will set everything right and make everything perfect—a heaven or paradise. But even the nihilistic view that “after I die, that’s it” is still a form of grasping onto such a belief. Grasping at any thoughts or opinions fits this category, since this grasping is an attempt to make sense of our existence.

A second kind of belief is belief that ritual or ceremony can somehow save us from pain, confusion, and ignorance. It’s only in learning to see this very moment, as it has come to be, that liberation occurs—not in wearing robes or performing ritual acts.

The third belief we grasp at is the belief in a self, a permanent existence. This is the belief that’s most deeply rooted in us, and that causes us the most pain.

And now we have the tenth link, being: persistence or existence. This in turn will link to ignorance, since, in Reality, nothing persists. But with being comes birth, the eleventh link, and with birth comes death, the twelfth link. Thus birth and death, the great problem we all face, are linked to the grasping of a self. This is duhkha in its most gripping and pervasive form.

But duhkha need not grip us. To see this moment as it comes to be—to see that all is fluidity, that nothing separate is born, and that nothing dies—is to break the chain of bondage.




Two Ways to View the Twelvefold Chain




	Bondage is

	#

	Liberation is





	to ignore the Reality of this moment. It is blindness to the direct perception that this moment neither arises, persists, nor perishes.

	1
ignorance

	to see the Reality of this moment. It is to perceive directly that this moment neither arises, persists, nor perishes.



	instability of mind, caused by ignorance, that sets the mind to leaning. All actions produced by such a mind are willed.

	2
intention

	to see no substance in any object of mind. Hence the mind leans neither toward nor away. All actions produced by such a mind are unwilled.



	to discriminate between separate objects of mind, and to see them as persisting from moment to moment.

	3
consciousness

	to see all mind objects as momentary and conditional.



	to see a distinct, persistent, self-identical mind and body supporting consciousness. Thus a subject is discerned, along with its objects.

	4
mind & body

	to see no persistent mind or body—no subject—since there are no distinct and persistent mind objects available to perception.



	to conceive a world of mind objects, external to the body and mind, as being taken in through the windows of the senses.

	5
six senses

	to see sensation as a function of Mind alone—that the objects of Mind are never external to Mind, but are always Mind itself.



	to conceive that through sensation the subject makes contact with an objective world, “out there.”

	6
contact

	to realize there’s no connection or distinction between the senses and a world external to Mind.



	to react emotionally to the objects of mind, while remaining isolated from them.

	7
feeling

	not being swept away by emotion. Since nothing is perceived as external to Mind, feeling is ever intimate.



	to experience wanting and craving, since mind objects are conceived as being apart from “me,” the subject.

	8
craving

	not to want. Since nothing is perceived as being “out there,” there’s no sense that anything is lacking.



	to grasp at what appears “out there.” It’s the hopeless wish that this moment will either vanish or last.

	9
grasping

	to see all of experience as utter fluidity and, therefore, as nothing to grasp, own, or fear.



	to conceive (believe in) the persistence (existence) of self and other.

	10
being

	to see all as stream.



	to conceive (believe) that all beings have come into existence.

	11
birth

	to see that nothing is born.



	to conceive (believe) that all beings will die.

	12
death & duhkha

	to see that nothing dies.
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