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The Big Questions

HOW TO FIND YOUR OWN ANSWERS TO LIFE’S ESSENTIAL MYSTERIES

by Lama Surya Das
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The important thing is not to stop questioning.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN
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INTRODUCTION

A questioning man is halfway to being wise.

—IRISH SAYING

Life is an unanswered question, but let’s still believe in the dignity and importance of the question.

—TENNESSEE WILLIAMS

The Sacred Art of Questioning

Every life is a journey through the unknown. Along the way, we can’t avoid confronting the same perplexing mysteries again and again. Some are cosmic enigmas, the Big Questions that have always teased the human mind: What is my purpose in life? What happens after I die? Why are we here, where do we come from, and where are we going? How shall I live my life? What is my relationship to the ever-present idea of God and other seemingly impenetrable mysteries of life and death, truth and reality, time, space, and eternity? Others are puzzles laid at our feet by present-day society: How far should sexual freedom extend? What is my personal responsibility to the poor, the hungry and the homeless, and to the global environment?

Popular culture tries to get us interested in cracking enigmas like the Da Vinci code or, more importantly, the genetic codes that might lead to finding cures for disease. What about breaking through our personal identity codes and developing character, integrity, ethics, and personal values? What about untangling teenager codes, in-law codes, workplace codes, gender codes, dress codes, and other enigmas of everyday life? Then there are the science-focused questions, including the origins of the material universe; the nature of time, space, and infinity; and the mysterious birth of life.

It was Socrates, the father of Western philosophy, who lectured the public: “Citizens of Athens: Aren’t you ashamed to be concerned so much about making all the money you can and advancing your reputation and prestige, while for truth and wisdom and the improvement of your souls you have no thought or care?” He was soon convicted of corrupting the youth of that city, and sentenced to death.

Plato believed that the sources of philosophy are wonder and discovery. He posed several of the seminal Great Questions, which he learned to value from his master, Socrates, who famously exhorted his disciples to “Know thyself.”

Plato wanted to know:

[image: ]What is the nature of reality?

[image: ]What is truth? Beauty? Virtue?

[image: ]What is the best political system?

[image: ]What are the limits of knowledge?

[image: ]What is courage? Justice? Moderation?

Bill Moyers, my favorite journalist, said, “Every journalist worth his or her salt knows that the towering question of our time is ‘What is the human spirit?’” Jean Jacques Rousseau asked, “Why is everyone unhappy?” French philosopher Blaise Pascal said: “We desire truth but find ourselves only in uncertainty.” Karl Jaspers thought that the key question or philosophical problem was what it means to be human and what each person can become. The Los Angeles Times Book Review once opined: “The greatest mystery of all—What are we, exactly, and where do we come from?”

The more we seek to resolve these mysteries, the more intelligently and deeply we live. We know this in our hearts. Polymath Samuel Johnson said, “Curiosity is, among great and generous minds, the first passion and the last.” There is no end to knowledge and true learning. Historian Daniel Boorstin called the human animal the “asking animal.” Our instinct to question everything is what drives us to grow and thrive. Socrates famously said that the unexamined life is not worth living. All too easily, however, we can become distracted, scared, frustrated, gullible, cynical, or just plain inattentive. We suppress our natural questing spirit. We plow ahead without taking a good, hard look at what we’re doing and why. And whether we realize it or not, we buy into ready-made systems of thought, habit, and belief sold to us by our culture, families, friends, and associates. We fall into step with the herd and almost unthinkingly adhere to whatever cult(ure) we’re brought up in, unconsciously living out our received beliefs and assumptions, for the most part without question or examination.

But do we really have faith in these systems and our understanding as viewed through their lenses? Are they genuinely nourishing us as intelligent, discerning, warm-hearted souls? How well do they serve in today’s world, when social, economic, political, and religious structures are in constant flux and so often can seem disconnected from our lives? How can we rekindle our questioning spirit’s passionate curiosity, so that we can engage more dynamically in the grand adventure of life? How do we go about answering for ourselves the big questions that won’t go away? How can we wonder about, rediscover, and plumb deeper into truth, reality, and understanding for ourselves—and even develop profound wisdom? Joseph Campbell says that different mythologies “give us the same essential quest. You leave the world that you’re in and go into a depth or into a distance or up to a height. There you come to what was missing in your consciousness in the world you formerly inhabited.” If the gods of antiquity are dead, who and what do we worship today?

The Big Questions explores a number of the most daunting and tantalizing questions each of us faces today. It will not give you final answers to these ultimate questions. Even more to the point, it will not provide your answers to these questions—the ones that resonate most strongly in your personal heart and your personal world. So why read it? Because it will help you learn to question more pointedly and deeply so you can respond to life’s ultimate questions more wisely, effectively, and productively in your own reliable way. In short, it will engage you more actively in the holy curiosity at the heart of that sacred art of questioning.

The Big Questions draws heavily from my own personal questioning odyssey, one that led me as a young man to circumambulate the globe more than three times seeking guidance from many of the great gurus of our era, both Eastern and Western. It also taps into what I’ve learned over the past twenty years as a full-time teacher of Buddhism. In addition, it models the soul-searching efforts of many other individuals who collectively represent many different lifestyles, spiritual traditions, and schools of thought. I wrote this book with three main purposes in mind:

[image: ]To illuminate how questioning is a wisdom practice that leads directly to discovering for ourselves the wisdom, conviction, and inner certainty that lead to greater knowledge and understanding of the deepest issues and mysteries of life.

[image: ]To articulate major questions common to people throughout the ages as part of our true “higher” education and spiritual literacy: educating for living a meaningful life, not just education for making a living.

[image: ]To help provoke further self-inquiry aimed toward articulating our own, most personally vital question. This question calls to us and pulls us forward and simultaneously drives our dreams, ambitions, and desires, pushing us beyond our habitual limits and frameworks as we continue to consciously evolve towards a far more wise and intelligent future.

The art of questioning is a wisdom practice and, perhaps, the quintessential element in all wisdom practices. As humorist James Thurber has said, “It is better to know some of the questions than all the answers.” Sometimes just listening to someone’s question is enough to help them inch farther on their path of discovery. As you progress through the book and grow attuned to this practice of inquiry, you’ll become increasingly more aware of not only the particular questions you’re most compelled to address in your own life, but also cognizant of the teachers, resources, traditions, and methods that are most likely to steer you in a most rewarding direction. You’ll also grow more confident in your own potential as a quester, a truth-seeker, a truth-knower, and a truth-teller. Seekers must one day become finders.

Thinking of this awareness training carries me back to my childhood. When I posed questions to my Dad, an intelligent and well-read man, he was always there for me. He took me out on the lawn of our suburban corner house in Long Island to look up at the stars and learn the constellations. He taught me to fish and play baseball and basketball. But as I got older, he used to answer my questions more and more often by saying, “Look it up, Jeffrey. Tell me what you find out.” (He is no longer alive, but if he were, wouldn’t he enjoy today’s far-reaching search engines?) In my little-boy mind, I nicknamed him “Look-It-Up Dad.” I was amazed at how much I could find on my own by simply opening a map or atlas, dictionary, encyclopedia, or operating manual, or visiting the library. Probably that was the first inkling I had of my need to learn to think for myself and of my own genuine ability to do so.

I was well endowed with the Why Chromosome, incessantly pestering my teachers and parents with questions. Later I realized that all children have these questions. It’s as if a receiving antennae protrudes from every pore of their bodies, like invisible little sensors receiving e-mail (in this case, energy-mail) from every part of the universe. The questions are outside calling to them, and yet inside, motivating them, as well. Questioning and answering are much more interwoven than we think—not unlike breathing in and breathing out. Can’t we say as adults that questions are not only calling us forward to look at the world around us, but also directing us to look deeper inside ourselves? Joseph Campbell pointed to this truth in his well-known statement, “The big question is whether you are going to be able to say a hearty ‘yes!’ to your adventure.”

Even now, life is asking you, me, and everyone a Big Question. In whatever particular form it appears to you personally, it is up to you to look deeply within yourself to hear and articulate it in order to improve the human interconnection we all share. It is through the ongoing personal process of undertaking this kind of larger existential quest that life’s most pragmatic problems and issues are clarified and illumined. Are we up to the challenge, the quest—the search for truth and meaning, God, reality, fulfillment, and the secret of life? Everyone is called, but few choose to respond wholeheartedly, because it requires fearlessly facing serious doubts and living with them for a while. In overcoming this fear, we can all draw inspiration from these words of seminal Swiss psychologist Carl Jung: “Thinking people welcome doubt: It serves them as a valuable stepping stone to better knowledge.”

Wherever and however you make your quest, you may discover that final answers to the big questions of life are still elusive, but you’ll doubtless be able to deal with these questions much more effectively. I like the way Rabbi Michael Lerner addressed this issue. Someone once asked him why God allowed so many terrible and unfair things to happen in the world. He replied, “I want to start with the fact that I don’t know, that there is a limitation of knowledge and understanding built into being a human being at this stage in the development of the consciousness of the universe . . . Having said that, I want to consider several lines of possible response, as long as you understand that I know these are not answers but only responses . . . The difference is this: an answer seeks to dissolve the question, a response recognizes the ongoing validity of the question and seeks to remain in connection with it.”

From a Buddhist perspective, I see the fact that we’re often troubled by so many questions lacking final answers as an aspect of our singular heritage as human beings. Doubt, skepticism, and dissatisfaction can be precipitating forces, not just hindrances. They can propel us into wider exploration and deeper inquiry than we might otherwise make. As psychoanalyst and author James Hollis says, “Doubt is a profound and effective spiritual motivator. Without doubt, no truism is transcended, no new knowledge found, no expansion of the imagination possible. Doubt is unsettling to the ego and those who are drawn to ideologies that promise the dispelling of doubt by preferring certainties will never grow.” Dissatisfaction is our way of experiencing the threshold of questioning, seeking, and aspiring. The writer Barry Lopez tells us, “One must live in the middle of contradiction, because if all contradiction were eliminated at once, life would collapse. There are simply no definitive answers to some of the great pressing questions. You continue to live them out, making your life a worthy expression of leaning into the light.” Without such dissatisfaction and uncertainty, what would fuel our quest for enlightenment? And without that quest, what would human life be worth?

How shall I live my life? Why are we here? Where did we/I come from, and where are we going? What happens when we die? Why do bad things happen to good people? Aren’t these the bigger, more pertinent, genuinely heartfelt questions we all have to confront, at least at some point in our magical and mysterious lives? Jung said, “The most important question to ask about any dream is ‘Why this dream now?’” I think this is a good question to ask regarding anything that happens to us. Why this now? What does it mean/signify/indicate? How is this connected? In his Journey without Goal, Buddhist pioneer Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche writes: “We need to encourage an attitude of constant questioning, which is a genuine part of our potential as students. If students were required to drop their questions, that would create armies of zombies—rows of jellyfish . . . The questioning mind is absolutely necessary.”

Long ago I concluded that Gautama Buddha understood nature and the interconnected workings of our inner world better than any other philosopher or religious founder. The enlightened Buddha constantly used questions as a way of helping people get to the bottom, or truth, of things. Rather than providing creeds and dogmas, he often led his interlocutors through a series of queries until they arrived at some valid conclusions for themselves. Buddha famously pronounced fourteen questions he would not answer, stating that they were “unconducive to realizing the enlightenment which I teach as the ultimate goal of spiritual life.” These questions included Where does the world come from; where do the world and time and space end; and other such speculative inquiries. I find it interesting and encouraging to note that, unlike some fatuous know-it-alls, even an enlightened sage like the historical teacher called The Buddha did not pretend to have all the answers, but emphasized those of particular relevance to his particular enlightenment-quest.

Your own quest for meaning may take an entirely different direction from mine and leave you similarly indebted to other fonts of timeless wisdom. The important thing is not necessarily that you follow one particular path, but that you persevere in the journey, so that you can live a more joyous, fulfilled, and enlightened life. Socrates thought that understanding the perspectives of others on six great questions would help him become a more excellent human being. He asked: What is virtue? What is courage? What is justice? What is piety? What is moderation? What is good? The Socratic Method famously used questioning as the principle tool for acquiring self-knowledge as wisdom. “Know thyself,” he constantly exhorted his pupils.

The questions you’ll confront in this book were carefully chosen to stimulate and deepen inquiries into a wide variety of issues: age-old and contemporary, global and personal, spiritual and pragmatic. Obviously there isn’t space here—or, for that matter, in any book—to address all of life’s big questions. In addition, each person is almost certain to have a different assessment of the relative bigness of any one question based on his or her unique experience and situation.

I like to employ the question “Is it true?” when I hear or read about current concerns. Contemporary spiritual teacher Byron Katie’s entire work centers around a very small number of basic questions. Katie asks people to apply her four Big Questions to their own issues, problems, concepts, and personal story lines: Is it true? Can you absolutely know it’s true? How do you react when you think that thought? Who would you be without the thought? Katie’s entire work and the basis of her mission revolve around asking these four big questions again and again. “I don’t let go of the concepts, I question them,” she says. “Then they let go of me.”

Everyone has his or her own Big Questions, in one form or another. I was driving today and saw a bumper sticker that revealed one of the driver’s Big Questions: “Why am I the only one on the planet who knows how to drive?” I am afraid it is going to be a long road for that seeker till he finds peace. I was thinking I might honk in solidarity with him, but he just drove off without even glancing my way!

If I were to be totally candid—and I hesitate to be honestly self-revelatory even here in private with you, dear reader—I’d have to say that my vital basic core question or issue is, “Why am I so rarely, if ever, satisfied, content, or fulfilled, and, if so, never for very long?” Perhaps that’s why at the age of 20 I adopted Buddhism, which is based on the entire life problem of dissatisfaction and suffering; rooted in overweening desire and attachment and ceasing only in the deathless bliss and serenity of enlightenment or nirvana. How can I lead a happy, fulfilling, meaningful, useful life and leave the world a better place when I’m gone? My practical koan (or Zen conundrum) for clarifying daily action and intent is, What is the best thing I can do now in the present situation?

While I was peacefully lying on my friendly Buddhist chiropractor Tom Alden’s table, I happened to ask him what his Big Questions were. He was quite forthcoming. “I have always had three questions which have helped me shape my life and grow,” he said, while working on my lower back. “They are: What do I want? Whom or what do I trust? What do I love?” And then there are the big questions of our animal friends. My dog Lili, as always, wants to get into the act. Her BQ seems to be, “Why do you eat so often when I don’t?” Albert Einstein expressed his Big Question as follows: “I want to know how God created this world. I am not interested in this or that phenomena, in the spectrum of this or that element. I want to know God’s thoughts, the rest are details.” Skye, the son of spiritual writer Anne Cushman, laboriously typed into Google the question: “Why do people kill other people?” when he was just learning to read and write. Alice B. Toklas, in a letter about Gertrude Stein’s last deathbed words, writes, “She said upon waking from a sleep—‘What is the question?’ And I didn’t answer, thinking she was not completely awake. Then she said again—‘What is the question?’ And before I could speak she went on—‘If there is no question then there is no answer.’”

Perhaps you remember your first identity crisis and the teenager’s age-old lament, “Why doesn’t anyone understand and appreciate me?” Over an ice cream sundae, my teenage goddaughter, Patricia Duggan, touched me deeply by coming up with her big question, “Why are the things I love always being taken away?” I found this a pretty insightful and plaintive cry about loss and change from a 17-year-old high school senior. Recently, when I told her I was putting her BQ into the intro to my book, she commented wryly—a college freshman now—“It was nothing deep. When you asked if I had a big life question, I was just thinking about the strawberry shortcake sundae they used to have on the menu but was no longer there—not about my grandma’s death or anything profound!”

Spiritual teacher Deepak Chopra states that the Big Questions revolve around Who am I? How do I fit in? What is the nature of good and evil? How do I find God? What’s my life challenge? What is my greatest strength? What is my greatest struggle? What is my greatest temptation? Paulo Coelho, a Roman Catholic believer from Brazil and best-selling author of The Alchemist, said, “I know we all have the same questions. But we don’t have the same answers.” One of my favorite theologians, Paul Tillich, raised these three big questions:

[image: ]What is wrong with us? With men? Women? Society? What is the nature of alienation? Our dis-ease?

[image: ]What would we be like if we were whole? Healed? Actualized? If our potentiality was fulfilled?

[image: ]How do we move from the poor condition of brokenness to wholeness? What are the means of healing?

I hope this book will inspire you to identify and refine the questions that most concern you, whether or not they are directly addressed in this book. Many people have difficulty crystallizing their doubts, confusions, and vague longings into question form. Maybe you’re one of them. Perhaps you put too much pressure on yourself to do things perfectly, and so you’re reluctant to tread ambiguous waters, preferring simple material solutions or black-and-white certainties. Possibly you’re afraid of what you may discover, or of failing at this great adventure of truth-seeking. Many people are out of touch with defining their innermost questions because society has conditioned them not to give in to their feelings or intuitions and not to dwell too much on mysteries or doubts. This book aims toward assisting you to do what the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke called “living in the question” rather than avoiding it, getting stuck in it, or settling for a fast, easy answer. This implies cultivating more tolerance for simply not knowing and for abiding in ambiguity, at least for a while, rather than hastily opting for the security and comfort of easy fixes via the certitudes of others.

As far as the questioning process is concerned, each life has its own best inner direction. As I’ve already indicated, the Buddha himself had two questions, which have formed the basis of the Buddhist path—the quest for enlightenment—for millennia. They are: What is the nature of suffering and its cause? and What are the practical steps to the end of suffering? These two questions, to which he responds in his renowned Four Noble Truths, can act like a healing modality, with those two basic questions functioning respectively as the diagnosis and the cure.

If I hadn’t encountered Buddhism, I don’t know what I would have done. Perhaps I’d be dead by now. Plenty of people in my generation, including some of my own close friends, did bite the dust early, due to the Vietnam War, drugs, motorcycle rides, thrill-seeking, or suicide. At college, where I was part of the anti-Vietnam War peace movement, I wondered how I was going to make a positive contribution to the world. I pondered whether being a writer, a therapist, or community activist, for example, would make the kind of difference that I felt was needed, and whether or not I had it in me to take on such a role. It was this kind of self-inquiry that eventually fueled my spiritual growth quest. I remember telling my roommate David when I left college that I was off to seek truth and reality, whatever that might mean. I was driven by a late-teen vision of what I thought of as Meister Eckhart’s formless God. It would take me a decade and numerous discussions in India and Nepal with my Tibetan and Hindu yoga gurus to understand this vision.

During those years I explored the nature of society, the universe, and the mind through all kinds of reading, experiences, drugs, elders, lovers, and consciousness-raising practices, including fasting, chanting, yoga, encounter groups, Gestalt psychology, Eastern philosophy, Zen meditation, poetry and journal writing, Jungian dreamwork, mountain climbing and vision-questing. All of these endeavors helped me along my spiritual path and to find answers to the existential questions plaguing me.

As I set out to write this book, my extensive Big-Question polls of my students, colleagues, family, and friends confirmed the truth that everyone has their own list of life’s big questions, although all of them circle around a few significant ones, including those about death and the afterworld, God, love, truth, suffering, good and evil, and reality. Sometimes a vital concern to one person is a trivial matter to another, and vice versa. I also want to make it clear that the order of the questions in this book is in no way indicative of the relative importance of the individual questions. My purpose here is to point the way for you to engage more wholeheartedly in your own questing. It’s the grandest adventure life offers, a meaningful spiritual practice, and an extraordinary method of leaning into the light.

When it comes to the practical art of questioning and the practice of authentic, no-holds-barred self-inquiry, realizing your own most vital, genuine, core question is crucially important. What burning question is driving you in your quest, dreams, hopes, desires, and ambitions? Don’t just tell me you want to know whether the stock market is going to go up or not, or who will win the next election or World Series; rather, trace back to the source of those small questions. Why do you want the market to go up? Why do you want to know that tiny piece of future information? What do you hope to get out of such tiny bits of foreknowledge, should they even be attainable? What do you hope to get out of the profits after obtaining them? Happiness? Comfort? Leisure? Success? Peace of mind? Security? Power? What do you expect those to bring you? What are you really after, beneath it all, beneath those time-bound worldly desires? What is it you seek, want, need, long for the most? Can you come up with your own volcanic question that’s burning your bottom and constantly gnawing at your innards? This is the big question.

LAMA SURYA DAS

Cambridge, MA
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Happiness cannot come from without. It must come from within. It is not what we see and touch or that which others do for us which makes us happy; it is that which we think and feel and do, first for the other fellow and then for ourselves.

—HELEN KELLER

The time to be happy is now,

The place to be happy is here,

The way to be happy is to make others so.

—ROBERT INGERSOLL, 1842–1910

What Is Happiness and Where Can It Be Found?

In the early 1970s, thousands of spiritual pilgrims gathered to hear the Dalai Lama. He spoke in Bodh Gaya, India, near the Bodhi Tree where the historical Buddha experienced enlightenment 2,500 years ago. I was among them—a 21-year-old hippie who had taken the Overland Route from Europe through Turkey and Iran to Nepal. At the end of the Dalai Lama’s talk, another longhaired American traveler asked him, “What is the meaning of life?” The Dalai Lama instantly responded, “To be happy and to make others happy.”

Frankly, I was disappointed. My college philosophy courses had led me to expect something more intellectual, recondite, or at least poetic. Wasn’t that answer too facile? And isn’t mere happiness a hedonistic, shallow, self-centered concern? After years of pondering that answer, I fully appreciated how profound it actually was. Yes, it sounds simple—just be happy and make others happy—but that doesn’t mean it’s easy to put into practice. How consistently are we able to think and act in ways that genuinely make us happy and that also make others happy? How is it even possible to have that kind of contentment, satisfaction, and mastery over our lives?

I’m not talking about maintaining surface-level happiness, like always wearing a smile or being a people-pleaser by constantly doing whatever others ask us to do. What I’m referring to goes much, much deeper. How often do we look for happiness by trying to escape from responsibility, by pursuing sensory gratification, or even by cultivating numbness (as in “feeling no pain”)? In fact, these very endeavors wind up causing us grief in the end. I think of happiness as a deeply felt sense of joy and well-being, flourishing within a balanced, stable, integrated heart and mind. Aristotle called happiness “the only goal we choose for its own sake and never as a means to something else.” Happiness may generally be thought of as a good feeling, but it also evolves from an attitude or way of choosing—consciously or unconsciously—how we view, interpret, and thus experience the world.

A wise elder I know said that happiness is love—loving all of life, just as it is, while working to tweak it just a bit as needed. I have often said that happiness is contentment and acceptance, which is perhaps a little one-sided. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, the author of the classic The Little Prince, said, “True happiness comes from the joy of deeds well done, the zest of creating things new.”

A Tibetan lama once told me that the main problem with worldly people is that they are constantly seeking happiness and fulfillment outside themselves, where it cannot be found. Epicurus thought that a beautiful, righteous, and wise life was both the cause and the product of happiness. Plato famously said that the happiest man was the one who had no malice in his soul. Buddha himself further outlined what he called the five kinds of happiness:

[image: ]The happiness of the sense of pleasure

[image: ]The happiness from giving and sharing, including both external virtuous acts and inner mental states and attitudes

[image: ]The happiness, inner peace, and bliss arising from intensely concentrated states of meditative consciousness concomitant with purity of mind

[image: ]The happiness and fulfillment coming from insightful wisdom and profound understanding

[image: ]Nirvanic happiness, everlasting bliss and contentment, serenity, beatitude, and oneness

According to Buddhist positive psychology, happiness is part of our natural state, only obscured by attachments that veil our radiant, innate nature and limit our potential. The Hevajra Tantra teaches, “We are all Buddhas by nature; it is only adventitious obscurations which veil that fact.” What we seek, we are. It is all within. This is the Buddha’s secret.

Research in the emerging field of positive psychology—focusing on one’s inner strengths and potential rather than on one’s outer failures and problems—has shown that learned optimism and flexibility contribute a great deal to resetting happiness levels that have been compromised by genetic inheritance, personal biochemistry, social conditioning
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