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			PRAISE FOR THE INTIMATE WAY OF ZEN

			
				“This book is about the messy path of Zen as lived and taught by James Ford. It tells no lies. Nothing linear or logical, no quick ecstatic fix, only a lifetime of longing and steadiness, of pilgrimage. If your life, too, is a pilgrimage, take The Intimate Way of Zen as guide and rudder. It will steer you through the vastness of Zen practice and show you how to live a life that isn’t just spiritual, but real.”

			—Eve Myonen Marko, coauthor of The Book of Householder Koans: Waking Up in the Land of Attachments

			“The Intimate Way of Zen is a marvelous combination of stories, teachings, and practices that is part memoir and part storytelling about Zen, spirituality, philosophy, and life. It is such a well-rounded work because its author has tested his understanding against more than a half-century of life and practice that has shorn away both the illusions of this world and the illusions of an oversimplified view of Buddhism. To be savored, like fine wine or, if one prefers, fine tea.”

			—Mark Unno, author of Shingon Refractions and president of the Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies

			“A gateway to awakening to be returned to and gnawed at the way a dog worries a bone, The Intimate Way of Zen illuminates Buddhist teachings in a quiet but compelling way. Reading it was like sipping bourbon around a fire with a beloved mentor who spoke intimately to my inner life with a depth and loving kindness that both comforts and disturbs. James Ishmael Ford opens readers to profound insight, and his hard-earned understanding shines from every page. Ford roams among wisdom traditions with spiritual fluency, maintaining their integrity while pointing to parallels and shared insights that illuminate human experience and Zen teachings. Both a spiritual memoir and a profound dharma teaching, The Intimate Way of Zen promises to become a classic—a portable Zen master for those far from community and a guidebook for friends walking the path together.”

			—Duane R. Bidwell, author of When One Religion Isn’t Enough: The Lives of Spiritually Fluid People

			“The many spiritual transmissions and empowerments that Ford has received in his lifetime come through his words, and his words are wisdom. In The Intimate Way of Zen, his spiritual walk as a priest in the Buddha Way and a pilgrim in the Jesus Way inspires religious oneness and multiplicity. His love for both Christianity and Buddhism lands directly in the realm of faith. With this book, Ford, skillfully and with integrity, removes the illusionary gap between the teachings of ancient prophets and awakened ones while reminding us of our capacity for wholeness and interrelationship.”

			—Zenju Earthlyn Manuel, author of Opening to Darkness and The Shamanic Bones of Zen
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			INTRODUCTION

			
				It’s like an ox that enters through a latticed window. Its head, its horns, and its four legs, they all pass through. So. Why is it that its tail cannot pass through?

				—Gateless Gate, case 38

			

			I’m not exactly sure when it happened. I was thirteen. Maybe fourteen.

			Prior to that time, I felt clear on the world and how things worked. Within my small fundamentalist Baptist community pretty much everything was explained. It was part of God’s great, if mysterious, plan. I even had some kind of starring role in it.

			
				
					Are not two sparrows sold for a dollar? And yet not one of them falls to the ground without our Father’s knowing. God knows the exact number of hairs on your head. So fear not, you are of more value to the Father than the sparrows of heaven.[1]

			

			I sensed that my starring role would have something to do with calling others into the fold. I knew the men in our poor people’s church fell into two types. There were those who on a Sunday during church services sat in the cars smoking or in a bar drinking—my father, James senior, among them.

			The others were the men who showed up at church: the preachers and some of the Sunday school teachers. After a missionary family visited our little church, I knew I wanted to go to Africa or China or someplace as a missionary. I wanted those jewels that would be placed in my crown, one for each soul saved.

			But then it happened: I began to doubt the whole thing.

			There was the hell my father was going to. We all knew it, we all dreaded it, but we never spoke of it as a specific of his particular future. Yet there was the preacher, railing on Sundays about those who would end up in hellfire—and, well, the person the preacher described also described my father. The drunks didn’t go to heaven. Nor did the rich. Not that that included my father. But it was a subject that loomed large from the pulpit. We were poor people, and we knew heaven did not include our oppressors, which, by a later calculation, I figured probably meant anyone from middle management and up.

			This was my mother Barbara’s religion. More importantly, I realize now, it was my grandmother Bolene’s religion. She was the anchor of our small family. Bolene was spirit-filled, and she picked the churches we attended. I learned to read from a large, illustrated King James Bible resting on her lap.

			But what if those illustrated stories just weren’t so? What if the Bible was just a cut-and-paste operation, put together by who knows who, over however long? And that had less coherent meaning than one of my mother’s Agatha Christie novels? Or, even more, what if the Bible was really just like a volume of my father’s preferred reading, science fiction?

			And right to the heart of it, the question forming somewhere in the depths of my being: Is God real?

			The alternative to a Christian faith for me was my father’s view: religion is hogwash. Born in 1919, James was orphaned as a child, passed around among relatives for a while and then into an orphanage in New Jersey, from which he fled to the streets of Manhattan. He hawked newspapers. From there he moved into petty crime.

			When the Second World War began, James was in a California prison. In the last year of the war, he was released into the army, where he served as a medic. He was blasted near to the kingdom, lost the use of his right arm right to the shoulder, and would sprout shrapnel in various parts of his body right up to the week he died. James was a will-o-the-wisp, following an uncertain star, which always presented as some new opportunity; usually it was a scheme, and when it was, always badly thought through. Sometimes it led to jail. Usually it led to a quiet nighttime move to a new town.

			He knew religion was a scam. He knew God was cooked up by the men in charge to frighten the sheep. I realized he might be right. I found my faith ebbing away from me, draining out through that simple question: “Is God real?”

			I had no idea at the time, but this question would launch me on a life journey.

			

			—

			Across decades now of considering that question—Is God real?—I watched it shift and mutate. I found myself exploring the mysteries of the human heart. And those deeply burning wonderments: Love. Meaning. Purpose. Salvation.

			The Unitarian minister and poet Lynn Ungar put that to words for me.

			
				By what are you saved? And how?

				Saved like a bit of string,

				tucked away in a drawer?

				Saved like a child rushed from

				a burning building, already

				singed and coughing smoke?

				Or are you salvaged

				like a car part—the one good door

				when the rest is wrecked?

				Do you believe me when I say

				you are neither salvaged nor saved,

				but salved, anointed by gentle hands

				where you are most tender?

				Haven’t you seen

				the way snow curls down

				like a fresh sheet, how it

				covers everything, makes everything

				beautiful, without exception?[2]

			

			
				I’ve contemplated that salvaging and that salving. More, I’ve lived it across several varieties of quests. First came a brief period emulating my father’s atheism. But as a person who came of age in the San Francisco Bay Area in the late 1960s, I found myself exposed to the kaleidoscope of human religious identities. I discovered Vedanta and drank deeply from the variations of that tradition presented by Christopher Isherwood, Aldous Huxley, and Gerald Heard. I thought briefly that psychedelics would save the world and that Huxley and Timothy Leary and Alan Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac opened doors not only to perception but to what God might actually be.

			Then I discovered Alan Watts and at the same time Nyogen Senzaki and Paul Reps. They seemed to describe truths that were both ancient and made sense for today. Then friends told me I didn’t need to just read about that stuff, that there was an actual Zen master who lived across the Bay in San Francisco: the Japanese Zen missionary, Shunryu Suzuki, and his San Francisco Zen Center, which had affiliated groups all around the Bay Area. Including in Berkeley.

			My quest would lead me to learn the arts of Zen meditation at that Berkeley affiliate led by one of the roshi’s senior students, Mel Sojun Weitsman. In essence it was a practice of presence. I then had the opportunity to explore deeply during nearly three years in that Japanese-style Soto Zen monastic training under another Zen teacher, an English woman, Houn Jiyu Kennett.

			From there I fell into another period of wandering. A short sojourn among the Episcopalians and not much longer among the independent sacramental movement, branches of the Liberal Catholic churches. I also spent a time studying with universalist Sufis in the school of Hazrat Inayat Khan and his American disciple Samuel Lewis.

			Finally, I found what has worked for my life for the past four or so decades. I joined a Unitarian Universalist church, eventually going to seminary and then spending a quarter of a century as a parish minister. At the same time I began to practice Zen under the direction of a lay teacher in the Harada Yasutani school, Dr. John Tarrant. A successor to the American Zen master Robert Aitken, theirs was a reform Zen movement that emphasized the practice of koan Zen as taught by the eighteenth-century Rinzai master Hakuin Ekaku. I would eventually be made a teacher in that line of Zen.

			There’s an old story about the sixteenth-century Catholic priest and Enlightenment philosopher Desiderius Erasmus. Once, some friends came upon him eating a sausage on a Friday. When chided, he responded that while he truly had a Catholic heart, his stomach was Lutheran. With a grateful tip of the hat to Erasmus, I claim a pluralistic physiology of faith. My brain is Buddhist; I am convinced of the basic analysis of Mahayana Buddhism, especially the so-called marks of existence and the two truths. But my heart is Christian. I dream of Jesus and Moses and the Marys. While at the same time my general disposition, my stomach, is pretty rationalist and this-worldly. And this blending—sort of a Unitarian Zen, or, perhaps more accurately, a Universalist Zen—has been my life.

			I’m writing this book from that vantage point contemporary sociologists call “middle old age.” I offer here a reflection of what I’ve found over these years walking a spiritual path in some ways deeply rooted within Zen and in others between traditions, especially between Buddhism and Christianity. It has been a sometimes painful, often beautiful, and always rich path.

			As a parish minister and a Zen teacher I’ve also been gifted with accompanying others on their paths into the mysteries of the heart. With that, here and now, I hope to share what I think might be useful to others who feel the tugging of their hearts toward the great mystery. And perhaps even for those well into the path.

			Is God real? The question at the center of my own heart’s tugging will likely not be yours, at least not exactly. But I have found that nearly all seekers on the spiritual path are pulled by some such question: Who am I? What is this longing? So many questions. But all, it seems, are personal variations on the deepest questions: Why was I born? Why do I die? What is this? That question, your question, may start small. But if attended to, cultivated, deeply asked, well…

			
				
					The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which someone plants in the ground. Although it is the smallest of things, when it grows, it becomes like a great bush. And the birds of heaven take shelter in its branches.[3]

			

			Often our personal shape of the deep question begins—changing metaphors—to boil down from a question, to reduce. It might reduce to a single word. God. Jesus. Amida. Om. Hu. Mu. It may shift or reframe. It might not even take shape as a phrase or a word but simply arise as a feeling, a longing. A wordless word. A sense that informs every encounter. This question, this inner sense, can become a constant companion to our lives.

			Those of us blessed or cursed with a question about the deepest meaning find ourselves on an ancient quest. The path may be found by going deep into the religion into which we were born. Although, and especially in our time and place, sometimes we find a different tradition works for us. Or, and this is perhaps the most common path in our time and place, we begin to cobble something together from the wrecks of the world’s traditions—finding a path between. Such has been my story.

			The constant touchstone for me is the Zen tradition. It does seem we need some sort of touchstone, even if we’re cobbling things together. The way is almost always found within a tradition that, however tentatively, provides us with a sense of direction. What initially appears as pointers might later become like rafts in a raging sea.

			Of course, to have a touchstone, a raft, can also be problematic. Sometimes that raft may become waterlogged and simply drag us down. We need to be careful. And this is why maps and guides are important. We need to keep our hearts open. But we also need to keep our eyes open. These traditions can be wildly different, and their differences aren’t just superficial. We humans have any number of images and stories for this movement of our hearts. Just like those questions that birth us into our spiritual quest.

			This journey we undertake, each of us on our own and in our own way, guides us into the deep. The exact geography seems very personal. And at the same time, not. Walking the path, however rocky, sometimes wide, often quite narrow and steep, at turns joyful and terrifying—it is our human way. Up the mountain or down into the depths—the specific terrain is not universal, but following along a path is universal.

			As you’ve picked up this book, I can only assume you are a fellow traveler. You’ve felt some urge, maybe named, perhaps only felt. Perhaps you sense a way, maybe even have a good sense of that way, but are looking for some clarification, maybe even a few pointers.

			I’m much taken with what might be called primary metaphors. They include things like standing and sitting and lying down. For those with a sense of a call into the mystery, the primary image or metaphor is path. That path of a hundred leagues, as the old Taoist saying goes, with its single step. The word path seems to come to us from that hypothetical Indo-European. It means something like “to go,” “to tread,” “to pass.” Possibly it even circles around to that word of such resonance in East Asian traditions—Tao, the way.

			

			—

			
				Having written of both the particular and the universal as qualities of spiritual seeking, I feel a tugging toward the question of goal. Where do our paths lead—to the same place? To different ones? What is the destination?

			In the Christian tradition heaven is the goal of our quest. It certainly is the language of my childhood experience. Often it is taken to be a place found after death. But there are those who say, whatever happens after the dissolution of our bodies, heaven is something to be found here. If they say “here,” they usually add in “and now,” as if time and space are completely intertwined: here and now, fully within the midst of this messy world.

			Enlightenment, another old word for the goal of this quest, puts the finding here in this life. This term from the dharmic religions formed in India is commonly used in Zen. Some of my wiser friends point out the word has lost some of its power with overuse. Sometimes I find endarkenment might be more helpful at this moment.

			Words are very important. They can point true, and they can entangle, trap, or mislead. Often the very same word ends up doing both. All words have their limitations. With those cautions, I’ve found the word awakening, rich in meaning, most helpful for me in evoking the goal of the spiritual path. It will be the word I most use in what follows.

			By its many names—heaven, enlightenment, endarkenment, awakening, and still others—this book describes the path and its goal. In that sense, I intend it to be a map. Some maps are old and venerable, having stood the test of time. Some can be the very exact right thing for someone, while not for someone else. Some are good for a moment in time but then lose their usefulness.

			Indeed, it’s important for me to underscore that there is no perfect map of the awakened life. There are many maps, and all are the work of people, as in human beings, with all that that means, including how they are all subject to error. Still, if they’ve gained any sanction over time, they almost certainly offer truthful angles on the deep. Few are completely wrong.

			Possibly among the oldest strata of stories that help us mark out a spiritual path is the “Hero’s Journey.” I’m especially fond of the sixteenth-century Chinese Journey to the West, which some see as a classic version of the journey. Here in the modern West, the life of Jesus, turned into a cycle, becomes a map. Other spiritual maps of world historical significance include the Zohar, the Ascent of Mount Carmel, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Tao Te Ching.

			On the Zen way there are a couple of traditional maps of the spiritual path. An ancient one is the Five Ranks, a collection of poems attributed to the ninth-century Chan master Dongshan Liangjie. These poems are wonderful and oblique, and they present a relentless call into the mystery framed by two aspects of the same truth. One aspect is our wild uniqueness in this world of causes and conditions. The second is our commonality within the great empty, in that kingdom of God, heaven, nirvana, in the place beyond distinctions and differences.[4]

			The second traditional Zen map, the one I’ve found most useful over the many years, is the ten oxherding pictures. The image of a bull or ox to represent the hidden longing of our hearts is ancient. Possibly the oldest inspiration for this image traces to the Mahagopalaka Sutta, or Greater Cowherd Discourse, from the Pali canon.[5]

			The version that has captured most of us on the Zen path, who find in it a true representation of our way, was formulated by a twelfth-century Chinese Linji master (the school known as “Rinzai” in Japanese), Guoan Shiyuan. It became wildly popular, and eventually it made its way to Japan. And, by way of the early translator and interpreter of Zen to the West, D. T. Suzuki, it was first introduced in English.

			Today there are numerous commentaries on the text, starting with those from Guoan. Rummaging around my bookshelves I find five by contemporary teachers, Chinese, Japanese, and American. It’s a perennial on the perennial way.

			These ten pictures will be touchstones as we proceed in this exploration of the spiritual path. Seen another way, they can be the latticework upon which we will find the various vines and flowerings, as well as a few thorns, to be found in pretty much anyone’s spiritual journey.

			So what does this look like as we put it all together? In that wonderful twelfth-century Chinese spiritual masterwork The Book of Serenity, we find gathered as the twentieth case:

			
				The master of the way Dizang asked the monk Fayan, “Where are you going?”

				Fayan replied, “I am wandering about.”

				The master pushed, “What do you think of this wandering?”

				Fayan replied with all his heart, “I don’t know.”

				Dizang smiled and said very softly, “Not knowing is most intimate.”

			

			
				There are two truly important things to notice. The first is not knowing. This opens the secrets of the way. Our deep curiosity, that longing in our hearts, becomes a way of vulnerability, of simplicity, of openness. And this invites that other phrase, most intimate. On this way we discover our path is one of ever-deeper intimacy: Intimacy with each other. Intimacy with ourselves. Intimacy with the cosmos.

			The Buddha once said that friendship was the whole of the spiritual life.[6] The word intimacy points us to the experience of our friendships and indeed all our relationships within the mystery of rising and falling and that great dazzling darkness.

			The great gift within the ruin of religions.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			BEFORE THE FULL MOON

			
				A student of the way said to Zhaozhou, “I have just entered the community. Please teach me.”

				The old abbot said, “Have you eaten your morning meal?”

				The student said, “Yes, sir.”

				Zhaozhou replied, “Wash your bowl.”

				The student had a glimmer of understanding.

				—Gateless Gate, case 7
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			1

			Entering the Intimate Way (Oxherding 1)

			
				Blessed are they who cease to grasp, who let go of hatred, and are no longer swayed by siren songs of certainty.

				Who now find delight in the flowing currents of their lives from dawn and through the night.

				They are like trees planted by deep springs, they bear fruit in season.

				Their lives evergreen, their words and actions healing the world.

				—Psalm 1:1–3[1]

			

			I used to have strong views about what it takes to establish a Zen meditation practice.

			For many years when I led introductions to Zen or taught Zen meditation classes, I’d ask people why they came. A lot of them had heard meditation was good for their mental health. People wracked with anxiety heard that meditation could lower their blood pressure. All in all, meditation was said to lead to a general sense of wellbeing. And indeed, Zen meditation and similar practices of silence and presence are associated with some physiological shifts, including lowering blood pressure. Additionally, these practices can prove a valuable adjunct to psychotherapy. Over the years I have encouraged any number of people to seek the potential complementary benefits of therapy and meditation practices.

			And a simple cost-benefit analysis suggests that practicing Zen to improve your health isn’t necessarily the smartest way to go. For instance, I’m pretty sure one can achieve similar results to a half hour of meditation by playing with a cat, petting a puppy, or taking a long walk. Which, frankly, sounds an awful lot more fun than witnessing the rising and falling of one’s thoughts and feelings. A friend once observed how “there could even be a Zen teaching somewhere along the line in playing with that cat.” All without the sore knees.

			As the Korean Zen master Seung Sahn once said, “Zen is boring.” Hard. Boring. Sore knees. Sore backs. Some very unpleasant inner psychological encounters. When we’re just looking to feel a little better, perhaps Zen isn’t the best thing going.

			Or so it seemed to me when introducing people to the practice. Gradually, however, I realized I was missing a pretty important point. What I began to notice as I kept asking my question of those seeking instruction—”What brought you here?”—was that perhaps there isn’t actually some “right” motivation. People presented with all manner of reasons for their presence in my class or meditation session, and I could never tell who would or wouldn’t stick around. Perhaps, in the final analysis, no one actually has a “good reason” for embarking on the spiritual quest, whether Zen or any other. Or maybe any reason might be good enough.

			Our motives for taking up any spiritual practice are always clouded. And those motives change over time. In our human hearts, motivations almost always have multiple causes. Some we know about. They’re what we think is why we do something. But as with the proverbial iceberg, our deeper motivations are elusive, even to ourselves. A simple example is trying on Zen because of a deep spiritual longing, but also noticing that really nice-looking person seems to go to the meditation center, as well. And even in that example, what is really the leading reason?

			Many years ago, my brother and I took a hike in the mountains above Palm Springs. We met some other hikers, and at dusk we set out our sleeping bags near each other. All of us shared wine and cheese and bread and some fruit we’d packed in with us. Then in the middle of the night it started raining. It quickly became dangerous. We all scampered up the side of the gully, and no sooner than we were as high as we could get did we hear the water rushing down, a torrent. It was terrifying. Our companions began to cry out to God to save them. One loudly promised to change and to become God-fearing if he were saved.

			The truth is, I have no idea what came next for him. Most likely, given my observation of humans, is that by the next morning he’d completely forgotten his loud and fervent prayer. But for some people—and I’ve met them—that promise is kept. They continue on. Some for a lifetime. So who’s to say that a sudden, desperate plea to God to save one’s life is not a perfectly good reason to start upon a path of spiritual transformation?

			But if our precise stated motive for entering the path does not matter, or doesn’t matter as much as we might think it would, there is something that does matter. It is as old as our human existence. In my years as a Zen teacher and Unitarian minister, I have detected a pattern underneath all that variety in peoples’ stated reasons, something I now consider the most fundamental of all our motivations for spirituality or religion—noticing that there’s something wrong.

			Noticing a sense of wrongness is the first of three critical factors in how the spiritual path mostly opens for people, the other two being the discovery of a hope and then the setting of an intention. But let’s stick with that sense of wrongness for a bit longer. We can see that “wrong” in a hundred different ways. The wrong, in fact, seems specifically cut for each of us. There are a lot of words for this sense of wrongness: unease, alienation, despair. And it becomes tied up with a longing. It can be like finding a hole in the heart. Me, I felt a lack. I had the sense of wrong. I could see the hole in my heart, but I didn’t have all that much faith there was a fix.

			When I was thinking about entering a Zen monastery, I was—and perhaps I remain—one of those of little faith. Later there would be a finding of how doubt and faith are facets of something rather larger. Right here at the beginning, well, Thomas wanting to poke his finger into the wounds was my patron saint. But that’s for later. At the time I was driven by a desperate feeling that things were not right, and so even though I was filled with doubt, it seemed all I needed was the tiniest modicum of belief that something good might come of turning myself over to Zen. Here, the verse for the first of the oxherding pictures sings to me as it has to so many seekers over the centuries:

			
				Wandering in the wilderness, lost, I continue searching.

				The waters rage, I wander into the mountains, following the trackless path;

				Exhausted and despairing, I don’t know where to go.

				I only hear cicadas singing among the trees.[2]

			

			I know this place. And perhaps you do as well. However we might frame it, that feeling something’s not right is the spur that starts us on the way. There is no correct or incorrect choice of name for this sense. What it is we notice specifically in our lives is ours. It is my feeling or your feeling that there’s something wrong in the world. Your problem, your sense. My problem, my sense. Or, perhaps, we begin to notice it’s something wrong in my heart, in your heart—which is the beginning of a beginning.

			That mustard seed.

			And immediately with that sense of wrong, there is a rising sense there is a right. We almost certainly can’t put a word to what the right is. Only that with a wrong, a right should, or at least might, be able to follow. Call it a hunch. It’s found in how our human brains work.

			In the Buddhism of the great way, the Mahayana, this sense, this hunch, is called bodhicitta. In Sanskrit, bodhi means “awakening” and citta means “that which is conscious,” so bodhicitta is usually translated as the mind of awakening. Whatever we call that hunch, the mustard seed begins to sprout, and thus we find the second critical factor in embarking on a spiritual path—the discovery of a hope.

			Here is the most natural of all natural experiences. In the midst of our suffering, our longing, our desperation, we capture a glimpse. Or, really, something touches us. And with that, if we are lucky and really notice the movement of some spirit within us, we turn our attention to the intimate way.

			And it is with this that I think of those who in the midst of some terrible fix call out to God and make a promise. In the heat of disaster, they call on God. They call on Guanyin. They call on Mother Mary. They call on their own mother.

			“They.” You know: You. Me. Us.

			And in that crying out, sometimes a promise is made—the setting of an intention. And this is the third thing.

			As I age, I find myself interested in the Pure Land. (Apparently, this broadening of focus into the Pure Land is not uncommon among aging Zen priests and teachers.) Although there have been many Pure Lands to which Mahayana Buddhists have aspired over the centuries, the most common is that of Amida, a Buddha from somewhere far away from our time and place who makes a vow to save all beings. By putting your trust in Amida’s vow, you are brought to a realm where awakening is easy—to the Pure Land. Some would say the place that is given as a gift, and the place achieved by the hard work of Zen practice, are the same.

			But the critical point, as I see it, is in fact the vow itself. It is noticing something is wrong, feeling there can be a right, and making a promise to pursue that right.

			This occurs in many ways in different cultures and religions. We see it ritually in the adolescent rite of passage, from Bat and Bar Mitzvahs within Jewish communities to the confirmation rites of many Christian denominations to the “adult” baptism of my childhood religion. In these cases, it is often part of a larger pattern that is more observed in the breach than as an authentic motion of the heart. But even latent, it can have power.

			I think that the third step in Alcoholics Anonymous is a frank and clear expression of the power of vow. One is invited to make “a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we [understand] him.”[3] (Him, her, them, it. I gather that the range of placeholders for the mystery that works within the steps is vast.)

			Among many cultures the active making of an intention, and stating it, is seen as initiation.

			We in the Zen schools call it the original vow and usually frame it with four parts.

			In the standard translation of the Sotoshu, the official Japanese Soto Zen church, the four vows are:

			
				Living beings are limitless; I vow to deliver them.

				Mental afflictions are inexhaustible; I vow to cut them off.

				Dharma gates are incalculable; I vow to practice them.

				The buddha way is unsurpassed; I vow to attain it.[4]

			

			In the Boundless Way and Empty Moon Zen communities we say:

			
				Beings are numberless; I vow to free them.

				Delusions are inexhaustible; I vow to end them.

				Dharma gates are boundless; I vow to enter them.

				The Buddha Way is unsurpassable: I vow to embody it.[5]

			

			The Pacific Zen Institute offers another version, one that I really love.

			
				I vow to wake the beings of the world.

				I vow to set endless heartache to rest

				I vow to walk through every wisdom gate

				I vow to live the great Buddha way.[6]

			

			I have reservations about how the second line in this version, which is specifically about the source of our hurt as an endless grasping, jumps to the inevitable experience that rises from grasping. Yet I still find this version enormously compelling. It feels like a pure expression of some ancient vow.

			Each of these versions, I believe, captures the essential elements of that primordial, primary vow: To notice there is hurt. To notice how that hurt is found within an incorrect appreciation of our place within the world. To desire to bring healing to the matter. And to begin and end knowing this is in fact a family matter.

			It’s all captured for us in that image of the oxherding cycle of someone wandering, lost. The world is confusing, haunted, and very, very dangerous. It really feels like a trackless path. At best there are the cicadas calling, maybe a crow cawing. Calling to us.

			The world itself, presenting.

			With this noticing and this promise made to ourselves, and on behalf of the whole hurting world, we discover we’ve entered the intimate way.

		

	
		
			2

			Establishing a Practice

			
				There is another world, and it is this one.

				—Paul Éluard[1]

			

			This volume is not meant to be an introduction to Zen practice. And, as I suppose is clear by now, it’s not even exclusively about the Zen way. Rather it’s a description of the arc of the spiritual life. There are, it seems, deep currents of interiority that seem common to us all within the great mess of life and death. If the intimate way is authentic, it is something natural. And yet, without a practice of some kind, usually found within a specific tradition, it’s very unlikely that the spiritual life takes much of an arc at all.

			How spiritual practices mix or color each other within an individual’s experience is unpredictable. And we need to be open to guidance with some humility, to hear good advice from any source.

			So, for example, I find guidance in the Orthodox Christian classic, Way of a Pilgrim. Early in that book the pilgrim has a great yearning for the deep way. He is particularly concerned with the phrase “pray unceasingly,” which comes from 1 Thessalonians 5:16–18, “Pray without ceasing.” In my retelling:

			
				Everywhere he went he sought out spiritual directors, formal and informal. At some point he was told there was a merchant, one who had at the same time as being a person of business, also devoted himself to the interior way for many years. The pilgrim went to him and found it was all true. The man had a deep spiritual life. He had built a chapel. And by this time in his life, he confined himself there, reading deeply, and praying constantly.

				The pilgrim told the man that he understood him as someone of prayer and wisdom. And could he please explain the admonition to “pray unceasingly.” The pilgrim was particularly concerned with the “how” of the praying.

				The man reflected for a while then said, “This unceasing prayer is the constant striving of a soul toward God. What you need to do is call upon God to teach you how to pray. You need to be constant in this and bring all of your heart to it. And then the prayer itself will teach you.”

				The man then added, “It takes its own time.”

				He invited the pilgrim to dinner, and to stay the night. The next day he gave the pilgrim some money, and blessed his pilgrimage.

				At the time, the pilgrim did not feel his question had been answered. But the man’s words stayed with him.

			

			Although this story is adapted from an anonymous Orthodox Christian memoir, in my reading the pilgrim has found something very like a Zen koan. A koan is one of those mysterious assertions from before the creation of the stars and planets, an assertion that contains within it an invitation into the deepest places of our hearts. For the pilgrim the koan was “Pray unceasingly.”

			With this deep call from within his heart he then finds
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