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This is a book for people who aren’t sure about religion. These “neoagnostics” are well-educated skeptics who have inexplicable metaphysical feelings. They regard religion as belief in the unbelievable. Yet they sense something important that eludes their most trusted tools of intellect and learning. Defined by ambivalence and longing, their credos are various: “There may be something,” perhaps, or “I’m spiritual, not religious.” Neoagnostics are America’s most subdued, neglected religious group, yet they are one of its most powerful. They are everywhere, especially at the top.

Religion starts with a question about meaning. What’s true? What matters? Why is there something instead of nothing? Is this all there is? Who am I? What should I do? Sometimes the question presents itself as rainy-Sunday-afternoon existential blues. A fear of death. A shadow or hole in a fortunate life. Unlike believers, neoagnostics don’t have a ready answer to the question. Unlike atheists, however, they can’t help hearing in it the possibility of something else.

I tried to answer, or at least muffle, the question in all the obvious ways—love, achievement, stuff, therapy. The question always returned, tantalizing me with hints of an answer or a glimpse of someone who seemed to know it. I looked for an answer in nature, then art. I tried science, writing two books about why our lives are the way they are. But I got no closer to understanding what they mean. By late adolescence, I had dismissed religion as anachronistic wish fulfillment—half Brothers Grimm, half Hallmark, dreadful at worst and limited at best—that failed to jibe with my accumulating knowledge and experience. By middle age, I wearily recognized it as the only road not taken in my pursuit of the question.

This notion, like any serious expression of interest in religion, can attract odd looks in my urban professional world. Modern America’s brightest and best have long been encouraged to disparage the question and to think of churches and temples as places where one’s brains are checked at the door. Some are atheists or true agnostics, who’ve concluded that even if God exists, which can’t be proved, God can’t be known. When combined, however, these two groups number fewer than 5 percent of Americans.1 To their right, but well to the left of traditional believers, sits the much bigger, fuzzier group of neoagnostics. If one listens carefully, one can hear them testify, sort of.

One night, I brought up God at a dinner party. Five years before, or even three, this would have elicited a brief silence and averted gazes. But my seven guests plunged into a discussion that lasted the rest of the evening. Like me, they enjoy the unprecedented benefits of the turn-of-the-millennium American bourgeoisie and yet take for granted situations that until recently were considered crises. Just as I’m the first person in my family to be what my father calls a career gal, I’m also the first to be divorced, a single working mother, a partner in a mixed marriage, and a number of other firsts best left veiled. Living in a time when change itself has become the only constant, my friends and I have stared into chasms opened by family fractures and professional upheavals, depressions and addictions. We wish there were something better than psychotherapy to help us make a big picture out of our lives’ mass of details, some of them gory. Superconsumers, we’re sickened by relentless materialism. Superachievers, we’re repelled by blind ambition and workaholism. “Rugged individuals,” we feel a low-grade alienation. From the publisher recovering from cancer who was seeing a “healer” to the college professor who worried about his “pagan” children’s moral education to the journalist who was suddenly becoming more interested in his “Jewish half,” each person at the table spoke of something lacking in a life more privileged than peaceful, something that seemed to be, to paraphrase the ubiquitous expression, spiritual, if not religious.

After many more such conversations, I realized something that should have been obvious: Like me, the people I talked with had questioned and revised every value they were reared on—intellectual, political, social, aesthetic, sexual, culinary—except one. Since their childhood version of it, loaded with familial, developmental, and cultural baggage, had collided head-on with a college education, they had assumed that religion is for intellectual and emotional weaklings. What if the problem wasn’t religion, but a childish concept of it? What if religion could be about something else?

There are those who write about what they know, and those who write so they’ll know. After some brooding, I decided to investigate religion from a neoagnostic’s perspective. One motive for this undertaking was personal: At the end of three years, surely I’d be able to decide once and for all whether religion is right or wrong. My other spur was professional curiosity. While writing about behavioral science, I learned that memory is the cord that binds the individual’s different selves into a coherent identity. Over time, I’ve grown less interested in personality, mine at least, and more interested in what might be called the human condition. Perhaps, I thought, religion might be the thread, running through human experience, that reminds our species of what’s most important and real, yet so easily forgotten. Like memory, religion records the past, informs the present, and frames the future. Like memory, it might help us figure out who we are, what we should do, and where we’re headed.

William James, a forefather of American psychology and spirituality, said that every religion claims that there’s something wrong with the human condition, and that it has the solution. In the wake of the Rancho Santa Fe mass suicide in 1997, America contemplated how the followers of Heaven’s Gate, who were not “the faithful” but “crew members,” pursued the answer to the human predicament with a pastiche of beliefs and practices drawn from sci-fi movies, gnosticism, and the Internet, leavened with the spirit of paranoia. The grand meaning systems that are the great faiths have been tested by huge numbers of people over long periods of time. Rather than setting myself up as a denomination of one, I decided to center my inquiry on the three traditions I feel most at home with. Historically, my heritage is Christian. Socially, my world—husband, friends, neighborhood—is significantly Jewish. Aesthetically and philosophically, I’ve long been attracted to Buddhism. Because it increasingly influences these three, and arguably, all Americans, the New Age sensibility figures in as well.

Early in my reporting, I learned that religion had changed since the sixties era, when I dropped out of it. Back then, academe mistook religion’s imminent transfiguration for its death throes. As if it were only possible to say what religion is no longer about, attempts to label the new sort are often prefixed by “post-,” as in post-Enlightenment, postmodern, postdenominational, postcolonial, postrational, postsecular. No matter the label, religion at the year 2000 concerns questions about how to live at a time of unparalleled change and expresses dissatisfaction with conventional secular solutions—and often those of old-style institutional religion. The most publicized example is least attractive to neoagnostics: recourse to moral and theological certainties, whether by ultraorthodox Jews or evangelical Christians (a small movement until the 1970s, this fervent, creedal, “born-again” faith is now professed by 40 percent of Americans).2 Another approach, called millennial religion in these pages, regards questions themselves as religious expressions, and in response, offers practices or processes as well as formulations. Both question-oriented millennial religion and the answer-oriented kind differ from the traditional American socially oriented sort that preceded them by their resolute focus on the reality of something else, which is often simply called spirituality.

Millennial religion poses three big questions. The first is the one that, in its various forms, drew me into this inquiry: What is real? To our ears, this sounds like a philosophical rather than a religious question, but such a distinction is recent and far from universally accepted. Describing a vast new encyclopedia of philosophy, an admiring reviewer observed that religion and theology occupy so large a place in these ten volumes of conceptual thought that it might have been called an encyclopedia of metaphysics: the knowledge of being and knowing, which assumes that reality is more than what meets the eye.3 Like Socrates, Huston Smith, America’s great scholar of comparative religion, considers probing the nature of what is to be life’s most essential and moving inquiry. “I don’t think that’s simply a personal quirk,” he says, “but very close to the heart of what religion is. The underlying message of the great faith traditions is that there’s another reality radically different from the one that we normally experience daily. You may not believe that. If it is true, however, you may be certain that it’s difficult to understand—at least as hard as quantum mechanics.” Although it’s accepted that it takes at least five years to understand relativity theory and particle physics, Smith says, people assume they can grasp theology’s vision of the deepest reality from sound bites or childhood’s half-remembered “exposure.” After fifty years’ immersion in the religious vision of reality, this learned man remains “in awe of its profundity.”

Along with posing the philosophical question about the nature of what Smith calls “the biggest picture there is,” millennial religion is engaged with reality in an everyday, practical sense. Although tolerant of mystery and unanswered questions, its adherents are simply not interested in spiritual doctrines, concerning issues from evolution to homosexuality to women’s equality, that contradict their objective knowledge. For the past three hundred years, Western religion has been trapped in an intellectual losing battle with the Newtonian and Enlightenment worldviews. (Eastern religion has wisely refused to be drawn into such conflicts.) In the wake of their own postmodern collapse, wrought by the new physics and events from the Holocaust to the demise of socialism, religion and its former academic rivals are talking again, increasingly in tones of mutual respect. Physicists and theologians borrow each other’s imagery. Therapists and clergy speak the language of a new hybrid that might be called psychospirituality. Rather than eviscerating the Bible with the tools of historical and literary criticism, a new breed of scholars has revitalized it.

Millennial religion must be able to coexist with what people know to be objectively true, but it must actively complement their internal, personal reality. Its second question is What do I feel? In 1996, MSNBC produced a week of programming called “Is God Alive?” While writing an on-line essay to accompany its special poll on Americans’ religious lives, I was particularly struck by one finding. Of the 89 percent of those who considered religion important, only 29 percent saw it primarily as a tradition’s beliefs and teachings. As if illustrating the popular term “spirituality,” 69 percent regarded religion as their “direct experience of God.” Perhaps more than coincidentally, the same number believed in spiritual healing.

This striking comeback of one of religion’s most ancient functions epitomizes the new primacy of personal, mind-and-body experience. A third of Americans report they’ve experienced a “remarkable healing” of a physical or psychological problem.4 The popularity of healing rituals in churches and temples also bespeaks a related pragmatic question increasingly applied to belief and practice: Does this help me get on with my life? An impressive indication of this shift toward the practical, personal, and democratic is the robust growth of the small-group movement: A quarter of all Americans now meet regularly with others to share spiritual concerns, seeking insight and support from peers rather than institutions and experts.5

Critics attribute the new importance of personal religious experience to narcissism. Harvey Cox relates it to a “disenchantment” with institutions, religious as well as secular, that has mushroomed since the 1960s. The Harvard theologian expresses this popular skepticism thus: “ ‘If it doesn’t somehow touch me, I don’t know what to make of it, and I’m not interested.’ ” More than thirty years ago in The Secular City, Cox famously predicted religion’s decline in the face of modern progress. In Fire from Heaven, his most recent work, he recognizes that it’s secularism that’s headed for extinction.6 A generation ago, he says, he correctly pointed to “the decline in belief in Holy Church,” but missed the parallel phenomenon of “the disabusement of belief among the young concerning those beautiful promises that reason or science or politics were going to deliver us from our misery. All that stuff was oversold and went sour.”

Attuned to the real and highly personal, millennial religion also welcomes different traditions’ points of view. Its third question is What are my choices? In religion as in politics, scholarship, and the arts, sophisticated citizens of a global society no longer look to a single source for all the good ideas, much less Truth. Even within America, an infusion of immigrants from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East over the past thirty years means that neighbors are no longer necessarily Christians or Jews, but Muslims, say, or Buddhists. The number of converts of European ancestry who have embraced these “new” faiths has increased, but remains small.7 Almost by osmosis, however, religious pluralism has subtly yet significantly modified many spiritual lives, whether by practices, such as Hindu yoga and Zen meditation, or principles, such as reincarnation, which more than a quarter of Americans now accept.8

The influential French scholar Danièle Hervieu-Léger describes the new, eclectic approach to religion with a homely metaphor: Rather than being a complete worldview or infallible arbiter of right and wrong, each tradition has become a “toolbox.” A person roots through a chest labeled “Christianity” or “Judaism,” or even “Catholic” or “Orthodox,” ignores the elements that don’t seem significant or “right”— perhaps second-class status for outsiders—and uses the ones that do—sacraments, say, or keeping kosher. Within both Judaism and Christianity, the millennial quest for spirituality has even turned the past and its long-lost practices, such as the kabbalah and healing, into toolboxes of a kind. With them, people build up-to-date, customized religious structures that, like a renovated victorian house or a brand-new log cabin, retain the oomph of tradition. Other individuals borrow tools from an Asian faith, or from the new “theologies” developed by women, say, or gay people.

Individual improvisations on a traditional theme are often disparaged by clergy and scholars as syncretism or mix-and-match religion. To equate the new heterodoxy with lack of seriousness or value is a tremendous, if very common, misapprehension that blinds many, from traditional purists to preacher-politicians to secular commentators, to the millennial revolution going on quietly around them. Those in one ivory tower or another may not like this new “layered” or “blended” spirituality, but huge numbers of people in the trenches do. It addresses their questions and needs in a way that the mostly empty conventional churches and temples clearly don’t. If the results can be silly and shallow, they can also be vital, complex, and sturdy—and an important means of renovating dull, lifeless religious forms. As sociologist Wade Clark Roof, who has conducted extensive research on the religious lives of the baby boomers, puts it, “People are in a ‘searching’ rather than a ‘commitment’ mode. They have an enormous interest in religion, but in the form of exploring and checking out and mixing things together that may or may not lead to an old-style faith.”9

After decades of apparent indifference, why are so many thoughtful Americans suddenly interested in religion? Sadly, age explains much of the enthusiasm. Religion, at least the kind of any interest to neoagnostics, is for grown-ups. To Carl Jung and Erik Erikson, the developmental task of midlife—the phase in which a third of us now find ourselves—is figuring out what existence is all about and reconciling oneself to that. A late bloomer, I for one am not much closer to that goal than I was at seven, lying in a pile of autumn leaves and thoughtfully contemplating a vast, burning blue sky. When hormones pushed us to mate and marry, we made a pseudoreligion out of relationships and parenthood, celebrated in the home-as-cathedral and presided over by psychologist-priests. Perhaps some existential gene has turned on now, impelling us en masse toward our next, more philosophical developmental stage.

Culture as well as chronology, I think, figures in this reconsideration of religion. The great experiment in secularism has been running for fifty years, and the results are mixed. There’s much talk of a crisis in Judaism as the rate of mixed marriage hovers around 50 percent. Traditionally, this faith has been transmitted by the family as much as by the clergy and in the home as much as in the synagogue. To be Jewish was less about theology than about a culture that had not only its own beliefs but a language, a calendar, customs, food. As Jews have become increasingly assimilated into the American mainstream since the 1950s, Judaism is no longer necessarily “taken in through the pores,” as one friend puts it, in a “good Jewish home.” As a result, many Jews grew up largely ignorant about what only a generation ago wasn’t just a faith but a seamless way of life. Although his secular father’s ethnicity inclines him to “feel Jewish,” Mike, my half-Christian hockey-playing husband from Minnesota, knows very little about Judaism. To learn, he’d have to attend classes. If we could ever resolve the familiar problem of “what to do about the children,” so would they.

Just as there’s talk of “post-Jewish” culture, there are rumors that America will soon be a post-Christian society. The same process of homogenization and secularization that affects Jews affects Americans from other traditions, often without their awareness. Nine out of ten citizens now identify in some way with Christianity, but how many of their children and grandchildren will? Although I could no more return to the religion of my childhood than bring my grandparents from their graves, I don’t like to imagine their reaction to a great-grandchild pointing to a crucifix and asking, “What happened to that guy?” To the question “Where are you from?” they, if not their suburban offspring, might have answered “Holy Redeemer” or “St. Augustine’s.” Not just for Irish Catholics like them, but for Swedish Lutherans, African Methodist Episcopalians, Scots Presbyterians, Yankee Congregationalists, and Southern Baptists, religion was not a discrete entity housed in a church. It was part of a way of life that went far beyond beliefs to involve the extended family, a community, and often an ethnic culture. For me, Catholicism means not only grace and guilt, but uncles and aunts, Latin, the Kennedys, handicapped classmates, Gregorian chant, finnan haddie, winning a race at the public playground’s “Protestant” Fourth of July celebration—a sweet-and-sour soup that for better and worse my own children will never taste. For centuries, my Christian ancestors and my husband’s Jewish ones had an understanding of the way things are and how they fit together that we now wistfully call holistic, and religion was knitted into its smooth fabric. That life is different for us can be regarded as progress or decline, or even some of both, but there must be consequences.

On hearing the dreaded “R” word, numerous people, from my gynecologist to my accountant, have shaken their heads and observed that religion is to blame for terrible things, from wars to persecutions. Along with large-scale intolerance and inequity, it has created private hells of ignorance, superstition, and guilt. I agree, yet side with the Berrigan brother-priests, who said, “The church is a whore, but she’s our mother.” If religion—the record of our struggle to understand why we exist and what we should therefore do—has tragic flaws, so do the modern secular “faiths” of Marx and Freud that not long ago seemed destined to replace it.

When I began this book, I had no religious life. After a few months’ research and thought, as I undertake my first reporting trip, I’m caught up with my first question. What is most real? Intellectually, pursuing it—God or no God—brings moments of philosophical grandeur, beauty, and pleasure. Emotionally, I feel better. Does this lifting of spirits have to do with a change in perspective? I wonder. With the mere idea of something larger than me and my vicissitudes? Already, I wonder why religious professionals spend so much of their energy on preaching to—or squabbling with—the converted, rather than trying to figure out and engage with what’s going on in neoagnostic minds. I’m beginning to grasp that religion needn’t focus on beliefs, but can at least begin with trust in your own experience of what is, but is mysterious—a different kind of challenge for a neoagnostic. I sense religion’s capacity to bring order to internal or external chaos. Sometimes, for a few moments, I’m even buoyed by what St. Paul calls “the peace that passes all understanding.” Most important, I’m thinking of religion as a process of working on God.
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CHAPTER ONE
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SPIRITUALITY: JUST DO IT







AT FOUR-FIFTEEN on a cold, starry morning in California wine country, I slip out of my sleeping bag and into leggings, two layers of fleece, and sandals. Forgoing toothbrush for flashlight, I head up one of the steep, dew-soaked wooded paths that lead to the heart of the Sonoma Mountain Zen Center. Once an old redwood barn, the warm, oil-lamplit zendo has the soothing feel and smell of a sauna. A bell rings, and some thirty black-robed people, ranging in age from nineteen to the mid-seventies, commence the rapid execution of 108 full prostrations to Buddha. This is a workout, and by the halfway point, a few simply bow. Outside, the wind howls. At a neighboring farm, fighting cocks crow.

When the grueling ceremony is completed, we file out in barefoot, silent pairs for a short break before getting down to the morning’s real business: zazen, or seated meditation, and related rituals that will last until eight-thirty. Down in the farmhouse that’s the social center for this community, or sangha, I clutch a mug of herbal tea and consider my mute companions’ sleepy faces. The thick gray dawn presses against the windows. As my quadriceps turn to wood and my stomach rumbles futilely, I recall the reservations politely voiced by Jakusho Kwong-roshi, the abbot, about a raw beginner’s joining them for three days of a rigorous silent Zen retreat called sesshin, meaning “to touch the mind.”

In the fading starlight, a great gong sounds. We troop back to the zendo for two forty-minute rounds of zazen, the practice that’s at the heart of this form of Buddhism. When I arrived yesterday, I had a brief tutorial with Kwong-roshi, one of America’s handful of Zen masters, whose special authority has been transmitted from teacher to teacher through centuries. With his Chinese features, shaved head, robes, and aura of calm cheer, he could be a Hollywood lama. First he showed me how to sit cross-legged toward the edge of the hard round black cushion, resting my folded knees on a thick cotton underpad. After trying several postures, he decided that the Burma pose, which resembles yoga’s half-lotus, suited me best. The thumbs of my nested hands pointed upward too much, he noted, which conveyed tension; I quickly corrected at least the digital component of the problem. Next, Kwong-roshi took a yardstick and measured the right place—about twenty-four inches from the floor—for my half-lidded gaze to fall when meditating. “We don’t close our eyes,” he said. “That may create other problems.” Although this posture was comfortable enough, I knew that it wouldn’t remain so.

Next, Kwong-roshi demonstrated the long, slow Zen breathing, which gives more energy to the exhale, “like you do when having a baby or using the rest room.” He explained that a fetus breathes only once or twice a minute, and a Zen adept a mere five times or even fewer; with the slower, emptier unborn mind that results, conditioning drops away, “and we are able to see our basic goodness.” One night, he said, he was driving with his four sons, now grown, when they came upon a terrible automobile accident. He rushed from his car, only to find one man already dead and another gravely injured, “lying in a pool of blood, staring up. I could hear his breathing, and it was unshu—Zen breathing. The man said to me, ‘The stars are so bright tonight.’ His eyes, too, were brilliant. Then an ambulance came and took him away.”

My body taken care of, Kwong-roshi turned to my mind. I must simply concentrate on counting my breaths, he said, going back to “one” each time I’m distracted. “We usually let our thoughts just go,” he said, “and our breath follows them, all over the place. Here, we make our thoughts follow the sound of our breath, so they naturally slow down and drop away. Breath sweeps mind.” Before dismissing me, Kwong-roshi said that after doing Zen practice for a while, “you begin to live differently.” Comparing sesshin to an express train, he advised, “Just get on and go.” I nodded but didn’t really understand either of these two comments as well as I would even a day later.

Now, finding my assigned place in the zendo, I perch carefully atop my cushion for forty minutes of zazen. Trying to remember all the roshi’s instructions, I inhale and, especially, exhale—the optimum starting point for all activities. The redwood building, too, seems to breathe, creaking and groaning in response to the wind. After rushing around on planes and California’s freeways for the past few days, I am relieved at first just to be still in the soft dawn darkness. Sitting tall, I earnestly try to do nothing.

A gong rings, and we rise stiffly for ten minutes of kinhin, or silent walking meditation. As if choreographing Waiting for Godot, we baby-step in single file around the zendo, going no place slowly. Gradually, the circulation returns to my right leg. Outside, songbirds announce daylight.

The gong sounds again, summoning us back to our cushions for the next round of zazen. All novelty evaporates, exposing deep holes in my concentration. As a writer, I’m accustomed to recording what’s going on, even if it’s only in my own head. Giving up thoughts, which are not only my business but my pleasure and existential defense, seems not only hard, but wrong. Some of this difficulty is cultural. The style of meditation I’m familiar with, as a Westerner, involves thinking about something, whether a bit of Scripture or world peace. Could this Asian thinking about nothing but counting my breaths be “better” than focusing on some worthy concept or image? Kwong-roshi said that his own master had taught that before one uses a calculator, one must clear it. Although empty mind eludes me, just gunning for it slows down and reduces the number of my thoughts.

Suddenly, the electrical outlet slightly to the left of my official gazing locus starts to get on my nerves. What is the point of sitting here in this uncomfortable position at a hellish hour of the morning, staring at a wall plug? I devise a koan, or Zen paradox: Why does Zen seem so smart and simple when you read about it and so dumb and hard when you do it? When the bell rings for morning “work practice,” the prospect of chores seems Dionysian.

Time flies until ten-thirty, and the particularly grueling triple zazen. With kinhin, chanting, and a ritual meal, we’ll be in this room, mostly locked into one position, for nearly four hours. I feel twinges of panic as I lower myself gingerly onto the now dreaded pillow. Familiar with this reaction from starting a long run, I give myself the same moronic, effective pep talk: If they can do it, I can do it. Because counting breaths doesn’t feel right to me, I decide to repeat silently a simple phrase instead: “Here. Now.” This is probably cheating, I think, despite trying not to.

By the light of the enigmatic, sound-of-one-hand-clapping Zen literature, I’m not sure that what I sense during zazen is “right.” I can best describe it as an experiential version of a perception that helped to create modern painting. The elements of life’s background—from breathing to consciousness, the sound of the wind to the zendo’s barny redwood smell—come to the surface, revealing themselves to be as vital as the more “important” things that usually occupy the foreground, and our attention. There’s an awareness of natura naturans—nature naturing. Then, too, I can’t help but notice that my thoughts and sensations come and go, but something else doesn’t. Although my zazen state has no religious content in the usual sense, I’m reminded of theologian Paul Tillich’s definition of God as the “ground of being.”

During the afternoon work period, I invoke journalistic license to break the sesshin silence and talk with Helen, an energetic seventy-three-year-old. The retired director of a school for disturbed and disabled children, she does volunteer work with “people who need … things,” she says. “When I die, I want to be like an old slipper.” Living spaces here are shared, but her years and notorious snoring have entitled Helen to an old trailer in the parking lot. In this cozy home, I ask her why she practices Zen.

After some thought, Helen says, “I do it because I like it. I don’t like to shop or go on cruises. My husband talked me into going on one of those, once. Zen is what I enjoy.” She has studied here for ten years, “which is nothing in Zen, but an eternity for an American,” she says. “Everything we do seems to last about ten years!” She esteems Kwong-roshi because she’s “wary of charismatic teachers who push big causes and Asian teachers who don’t understand Americans. Roshi’s personal, one-man-in-the universe-right-now-here approach has a lot to offer Western Buddhism. In dokusan [a formal, private student-teacher interview], I don’t go to him for answers, but I leave beaming with a sense of peace and comfort.”

Although she was long a church member, Helen prefers Buddhism’s worldview, which she first encountered as a child in Japan, where her family lived for a time. In the Judeo-Christian West, she says, “there’s a hierarchy of God, then man, then nature. In Asia, there’s not. We don’t like to acknowledge what being a human is—just part of nature, an animal. We could all be killers in an instant!” She laughs merrily. “Every time you take a step, you kill.” Within Buddhism, Helen prefers the Soto Zen tradition to the Rinzai school, which puts more stress on intellectual practices such as koans. “Here, it’s what you do, not what you think, that counts,” she says. “Marin County Buddhism is too intellectual for me! Here, people aren’t always quoting at you. They’re busy working and doing.”

Asked what Zen practice has done for her, Helen stops to think again. “Rounded my rough edges,” she says finally. “Sanded me. I’m not quite as righteous or irritable. I see now that harmony doesn’t have to depend on two people thinking alike. With my husband, for example. After I had been practicing for a while, I said to myself, Helen, he’s not perfect, but neither are you. We get along better now. I live now in more harmony with … whatever.” She pauses again, then says, “Zen changes your view of the world from inside. First it turns it on its head, so that you think you’re going insane.” I laugh in a way I wouldn’t have yesterday. “Then,” says Helen, “it’s just different. You realize that all you can concentrate on is what’s in front of you, by being alert every second. There’s still fire and flood, but all’s right with the world anyway, and you’re at peace.”

On the second day of sesshin, no rays of light or seraphic voices have poured from my brown plastic wall outlet. Zazen remains extremely difficult. Aching legs and backs have driven a few people from the floor to chairs set against the wall. For me, the toughest part remains emptying my mind. The shifting light outside subtly alters the zendo’s atmosphere, just as thoughts and sensations alter my head’s. Like the shadows, my internal states—boredom, contentment, frustration—come and go, while I just sit there, trying to pay them no mind. After the second sitting of the midday marathon, it’s hard to believe there’s a third. Wake up! scream the fighting cocks. Distinctions blur between them and me, there and here, consciousness and reality. Wake up! Wake up! (Later, Kwong-roshi says that the name Buddha derives from buddh, which means “awakened.”)

A few months before sesshin, I went to the Museum of Modern Art to see the Picasso portraiture exhibition. Shrinelike, the small, final room held a triptych of three very late self-portraits. One painting, done about a year before the artist died at the age of ninety-two, portrayed that confrontation with mortality that not even the most protean creator is spared. A modern version of an ascetic saint contemplating a skull, it showed the artist with brain raddled and nerves exposed, tongue protruding and sparse hair standing on end. The features of the fragmented face are wildly sprung, as if from the coils of an old mattress. The right eye is upended, flat, as sightless as a dead fish’s. Within this desolation, the only vital sign is the left eye: alert, unaccountably blue, and earnestly focused upward. The question is unavoidable: At what? One of art’s greatest thieves, perhaps Picasso had appropriated a motif from religious carvings, Asian and Celtic alike, in which contemplation is signified by a face that has one eye open and one closed. A neuroscientist who studies consciousness once told me that our ideal state is this “quiet alertness,” which is the goal of a lot of drug use, prescription and otherwise. Amidst his own disintegration, the blue eye in Picasso’s death’s head remains quietly alert.

The Zen art of paying attention is epitomized by oryoki (“just enough”), a special dining ritual from which the famous tea ceremony derives. During sesshin, meals are eaten ceremonially in the zendo after the final round of zazen, in silence and seated for meditation. Beside each person’s cushion is a pretty nest of three bowls and wooden spoon and chopsticks, wrapped up in pale linen. Three times a day, we untie this bundle and sequentially arrange the cloths and implements just so. Heralded by dramatic drumming, designated servers bring food in large pots from the kitchen, bow before each person, ladle, bow again, and move on until everyone has been helped. Then, as one body, one mind, we tuck into the mysterious but very good vegetarian fare, a kind of spiritual comfort food. Sadly, custom calls for it to be eaten at a furious pace. Then, like members of some strange clean-plate club, we discreetly scrape our bowls and lick our utensils, rinse them with tea, drink our “dishwater,” wipe our bowls dry, and tie up the whole business for the next meal. As I soon learn, the second one stops focusing, a bowl gets put in the wrong place, a chopstick falls with a clatter, a cloth is folded in half instead of thirds.

One night, just as I congratulate myself on finally getting the hang of this alien business, I pour tea all over my place mat. A server silently hands me a napkin that’s folded into her belt for just such emergencies. As a server myself one morning, I forget to help the person sitting behind the big gong, until the emphatically rolling eyes of several otherwise immobile Buddhas signal my mistake as surely as fire alarms. I find oryoki maddening, but it poses a question: How much of my life do I waste on thinking of one thing while doing another, badly?

As my hours in the zendo accumulate, too much pointless thinking and feeling begin to seem like the cranial equivalent of overeating. During breaks, I sit on the stoop of the rustic wooden hut that I share with a mysterious silent, black-robed roommate (she turns out to be a very nice lawyer, soon to be married). I mostly just watch the California spring unfold: Red spiderweb / Moss-covered dime / Pale quarter-moon / Outside my door.

Sesshin simplifies my definition of religious experience to “the heightening of reality.” (Kwong-roshi would say “the revealing of reality” instead.) The volume of what is is suddenly amplified, so that the usual faint tinkling becomes a symphony. Literature is full of illustrations of this intensification, from Huck’s fusion with the Mississippi he drifts on to haughty Prince Andrei’s deathbed realization that in the end, he is “a particle of love.” Like Huck, Americans are inclined to have religious experiences in nature. In “Of Being,” the poet Denise Levertov wrote:


I know this happiness
is provisional:
      the looming presences—
      great suffering, great fear—
      withdraw only
      into peripheral vision:
but ineluctable this shimmering
of wind in the blue leaves:
this flood of stillness
widening the lake of sky:
this need to dance,
this need to kneel:
this mystery:



My sense of the numinous is generally keenest upstate, in the fields and forest that surround my old schoolhouse. In winter, there’s no plumbing and only a stove for warmth, but I’m willing to chop wood and carry water for a few days of crackling silence. One freezing morning, crouched in a snowbank by the creek brushing my teeth, I understood why monastic life has traditionally been rural and short on comforts. In a warm bathroom I would have missed this sere elegance of black crows and fir trees piled white. After a winter of such ablutions, what would spring mean?

One day last summer I was walking down a dirt road when suddenly, in an overgrown meadow, a bear rose up on its hind legs. So unexpected was this sight a mere two and a half hours from Times Square that at first I saw only a huge dog, standing with its front paws on a hidden rock. But the creature was as erect as a man, and as tall, too. The bear saw or perhaps smelled me, dropped to all fours, and disappeared into the tall grass, away from my neighbor’s beehives and toward the forest. For years I’ve read about bears, but seeing one a few hundred yards from my house was something else again. Jolted out of automatic pilot, my perception sharpened and focused on the unexpected truth. There are real bears in the woods! Things aren’t necessarily what they seem. There’s more to reality than meets the eye. A so-called transformative experience, this ursine epiphany not only filled me with a need to dance, to kneel, but changed my perception of the world and my place in it.

Once in a while, too, it seems that something else is suddenly present. My five senses can’t discern it, yet it seems quite different from a thought or other product of my brain. It calls for awe. I think, What great holiness! I think, too, that I’m getting only a fraction, a glimpse, a flicker, of this thing, because, as if it were electricity, I couldn’t withstand more. Then, as mysteriously as it came, it goes.

Because of my science background, I’m intrigued by fleshy components of religious experience. While researching a story about the neurophysiology of orgasm, I learned that because it’s a reflex, the nerve impulses that generate orgasm don’t reach the cognitive areas of the brain; thus, the event can be neither exactly remembered nor simply produced by will. This universal yet evanescent, novel, giftlike quality is also characteristic of profound spiritual experiences. Perhaps they, too, are rooted in the instinctual, emotional midbrain—which in turn may help explain why intellectuals are so often uneasy about spiritual matters.

For most people, an experience of heightened reality is exceptional. For some of the great souls of Buddhism, Judaism, and Christianity, it’s just the way it is. A research psychiatrist once told me that a baby wouldn’t notice the effects of LSD, called “God in a pill” for its reliability in producing short-lived mystical states; the drug blocks a particular serotonin receptor, which seems to inhibit the adult’s habitual perceptual filters, which an infant has yet to acquire. Perhaps what’s true of a baby is true of a saint.

At sesshin, I inquire about kensho, or “see nature,” which is Zen’s term for the sudden, transformative perception of reality, including one’s true essence. My questions elicit primness: “We all have special experiences, but we don’t talk much about them. We don’t focus on them, but on authentic practice.” Talk is sparing in zendos but often cheap in other sanctuaries. Many people who go to a church or temple seeking kensho get moralizing sermons instead. The fresh, deep consciousness they desire, which is true religious experience, may not even be mentioned, creating the impression that it’s either a chimera or too “holy” to speak of or be enjoyed by the likes of them.

Known as a poet-philosopher, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–82), the father of American spirituality, began his career as an ordained minister. While pastor of a Boston church, he had doubts about the nature of the sacraments, resigned his position, and took off for Europe, where he visited Wordsworth and Coleridge. After returning home, he developed his transcendental philosophy, which posits the divine as humanity’s guiding principle and thus complements American ethics of idealism, egalitarianism, and common sense. “I like the silent church before the service begins,” he wrote, “better than any preaching.” Many of his fellow citizens have given Zen a warm reception in the thirty or so years since it arrived from Asia largely because this silent, individualistic religion is felt rather than believed. Indeed, there’s some argument about whether Buddhism and Zen are, in the usual sense, religions at all. Buddha himself was an atheist. Some prefer to describe the tradition he left behind as nontheistic, implicitly leaving room for something else. Most certainly, however, Zen is less a set of beliefs than a practice for the here and now.

Like all great geniuses of religion, Buddha was a master psychologist who focused on the human thirst for meaning and on relief from life’s inevitable pain. After intense analysis of society and self, he concluded that all our misery results from the illusion of a separate “me” and the failure to apprehend reality’s transitory nature. According to his “four noble truths,” life is full of suffering, most of which can be traced to desire, which in turn can be overcome, yielding peace. To pursue these truths, one must walk the “eightfold path,” living with right views, resolve, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and concentration. Anticipating cognitive and behavioral therapy by some twenty-five hundred years, Buddha observed, “All we are is the result of what we have thought” and “all things can be mastered with mindfulness.” His own grueling spiritual struggle had proved to him that enlightenment cannot be produced by intellect alone, but through something close to what we call a “gut feeling” that must be rooted in experience. To achieve this state, Buddha advocated the direct physical and mental practice of meditation that became Zen’s core.

Many Americans think of Zen when they hear “Buddhism,” but in fact Zen is an offshoot of the larger Buddhist tradition that began in India in the sixth century B.C.E. Zen’s roots also extend to Japan and China, where the third-century sage Lao-tse taught simplicity, nonattachment, and attunement with the tao, or spontaneous, creative power of the universe—concepts that complemented Buddha’s “way.” Advocating a caveat emptor approach to religion, Buddha urged interested parties not to buy on faith, but to road-test the merit of his teachings themselves: “Come and see.” Zen regards even its own sacred literature as illusory, compared to direct experience. When I asked Kwong-roshi how he described his religion to the uninitiated, he said, “I don’t usually talk about Zen unless someone asks me a question. Then I may say something. Sometimes you don’t speak about religion, but the other person gets a sense of who you are. That’s a Buddhist attitude—thinking in terms of what someone else can experience with you.”

Despite its Asian trappings, in important respects Zen is as American as apple pie. Like the nation’s secular religion of sports, it teaches that peak performance looks simple but requires, as Buddha said, pushing forward like an “ox that marches through the deep mire.” If I had to describe zazen in one word, it would be “exercise.” On my hard cushion, I appreciate for the first time a systematic how-to approach to spiritual development that one does. Rather than ignoring the body or regarding it as a source of trouble, as in many forms of Western spirituality, Zen uses it. Like sports, this religion has clear rules, coaches, and equipment—a whole technology that helps people to become “addicted” to the activity and benefit from its unexpected side effects. Like working out, this spiritual practice unites body and mind, brings order to life, whispers that this too shall pass, and makes one feel good when it’s over.

Zen suits America in other ways, too. It shares her anarchic, playful sensibility, articulated by artists from Walt Whitman to Kurt Vonnegut: “I tell you, we are here on Earth to fart around, and don’t let anybody tell you any different.” Like Jeffersonian democracy, it values independence and interdependence. Like Emersonian spirituality, it sees “big mind” embodied in each person, and life’s beauty and joy contained in everyday moments.

As the millennium approaches, the experiential, individualistic thread remarked so long ago by Emerson runs brightly through America’s religious fabric. Among nations, only India is demonstrably more spiritual. Ninety-five percent of Americans say they believe in God. (In what might be a head count of neoagnostics, sociologist Wade Clark Roof estimates that upwards of a third of baby boomers “affirm in one way or another a divine power or presence, even if they admit to uncertainty in their belief,” and even though they also entertain “individualistic meaning systems,” and remain “highly secularized in their conceptions of the forces governing life.”)1 Forty percent of Americans attend services weekly—an astounding rate when contrasted with the United Kingdom’s 2 percent, say, or Italy’s 5 percent. Interestingly, 90 percent of Americans engage in private religious experience. Of the 70 percent who pray daily, almost half feel that in some way or other God has spoken to them personally. Most Americans also believe in miracles, including more than 70 percent of those who have postgraduate degrees.2 This do-it-yourself, “privatized” faith is rooted not only in Emerson’s “God within” and John Muir’s idea of nature as cathedral but also in the political principles of religious freedom and the separation of church and state. Even traditional believers are apt to feel that individuals should decide for themselves what to think, and that being a good Christian, say, or a good Jew doesn’t depend on institutional standards, such as attending services.3

Of all forms of religious experience, Americans have traditionally been strong on the “community spirit” that’s so often missing from postmodern life. On Sonoma Mountain, it’s based not on superficial social similarities or weekly attendance at brief services but on the sharing of “big mind” and long-term practice. One of the paradoxes of sesshin is that silence creates solidarity, even intimacy. Soon, imposing chitchat on others seems almost violent. In the quiet atmosphere, too, one appreciates the few things that do get said. Washing dishes one morning, I’m annoyed by one of my workmates, who rubs at invisible spots on pots I’ve already cleaned and generally acts the fussbudget. Then I notice the funereal calla lilies framed by the kitchen window, which, because I’ve been reading the Gospels, make me think of Easter and resurrection. A little chatting is a perk of kitchen duty, so I free-associate aloud, mentioning a thought-provoking biblical detail: Before raising Lazarus from the dead, Jesus joined the mourners and wept for his dear friend. Towel suspended, my fellow dishwasher nods happily and says, yes, yes, that is interesting. Standing stiffly over a steaming sink on a chilly morning after three hours of meditation, two unwashed, uncombed, barefooted people with not terribly compatible temperaments nonetheless beam at each other in peculiar understanding. Accustomed to “knowing” what someone else is like, or is thinking or feeling, I’m taken aback on the following morning by a brief exchange with a stern-looking, black-robed senior monk. Sure that he considers me a bumbling dilettante, I’m mortified to be caught before zazen, furtively trying to limber up with a runner’s stretch against the zendo’s outer wall. “It’s not moving,” he whispers. Much silent Zen hilarity!

On the final night during zazen, I’m summoned for dokusan with Kwong-roshi. On the first night, I had walked into the small chamber beside the zendo, plopped down, and said hi. Now, tutored in the protocol, I enter, walk to the left, bow to the shrine, bow to Kwong-roshi, do a full prostration, make another bow, and then sit as if for meditation. On the wall is a picture of his own teacher, Shunryu Suzuki, the late author of the splendid Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, now in its twelfth printing.4 A Japanese roshi, he came to America on a visit in 1958 and stayed to found the first Zen training monastery in the West. Even in a photograph, Suzuki-roshi exerts magnetism. Earlier, during a talk to the community, Kwong-roshi recalled that before his teacher died of cancer, their customary calligraphy sessions had become an ordeal for Suzuki-roshi, who was “so sick the brush fell from his hand. But we kept making the character for ‘same.’ He would point to it and tell me, ‘We are the same.’ I didn’t grasp the meaning then, but as the years go by, I’m beginning to discover that it’s true. Finally, because he was so frail, I stopped showing up for calligraphy. But that was a mistake. The Zen way is to keep going.”

A minute of dokusan makes plain that the medium is the message, and Kwong-roshi is it. The feeling that there’s nothing that I couldn’t say to him (a sense I’ll repeatedly have in the presence of the spiritually advanced) paradoxically makes the discussion of earth-shattering issues unnecessary. On another, surely lower, level, however, I’m a reporter, and I want to get to the bottom of this Zen business. I ask our species’ most practical spiritual question: What happens when we die? Wonderfully, Kwong-roshi says, “That’s being taken care of.” Zen adepts don’t fear death, he adds, because they’ve “practiced for it. Sitting kills the self. You see what that’s like, so you’re not afraid of it.” When I say that I’ve noticed that the zendo isn’t an environment for egomaniacs, he smiles.

The historian Arnold Toynbee predicted that one of the great developments of the twentieth century would be the coming of Buddhism to the West. Kwong-roshi agrees: “The transmission of mindfulness—not just the thinking mind, but the unconditioned one that you might call God and we call big mind or Buddha nature—is a whole new concept here.” Rather than seeing mindfulness as a kind of talent, like artistic flair or musicality, he believes that everyone willing to make the requisite effort can attain it. “You wash your face every day, and then it gets dirty again,” he says. “The conditioned mind keeps getting tainted, and you have to wash it—that’s all. Meditation and physical practice just restore mindfulness.” Buddhists don’t believe in a god outside themselves—“you and I are Buddha,” Kwong-roshi says. Yet
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