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Praise for Work as a Spiritual Practice


“Work as a Spiritual Practice is full of excellent, wise, simple advice to transform work into awakening. Lewis Richmond really shows how Right Livelihood is possible in almost any job. Bravo!”

—Jack Kornfield, author of Buddha’s Little Instruction Book




“Richmond gives us tangible ways to recognize meaningful moments of our work lives and value those moments. Only by doing so can we begin to see the magic in events that are otherwise mundane.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“Richmond … does an excellent job of explaining the principles of Buddhism and relating them to the workplace. The book is filled with illustrative stories that make the reading enlightening for those seeking more than just a paycheck.”

—Washington Times
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PART ONE: INTRODUCTION
THE SHINY BLUE GRASSHOPPER

The world is full of spiritual opportunity, symbolized by the shiny blue grasshopper sitting on the Buddha’s head, or your coworker’s head, or your own head. Where is the grasshopper now?

1 | The Koan of Everyday Life

A koan is a spiritual question or problem. We needn’t look afar for such questions; everyday life is full of them. Even the ringing phone presents us with spiritual opportunity. The next time the phone rings, the person on the other end of the line could be you.

2 | What Is a Spiritual Practice?

Spiritual practice is not a rehearsal but an end in itself, an activity that changes us inside and reverberates in the soul. It is a way to refine and develop our character, which is the deep, stable part of ourselves that others can rely on. Character counts.

3 | The Energy Wheel

The Energy Wheel is a map of our mental and emotional experiences. Divided into four sectors—Conflict, Inspiration, Accomplishment, and Stagnation—it teaches us that moment after moment, day after day, for the whole of our life, we move around and through the Wheel.



PART TWO: CONFLICT

4 | Stress

Even in the most frenetic job, we can learn to cultivate and maintain an awareness of the body and breathing, establish small rituals of care in our movements—while walking down the hall, picking up the phone, or talking in a meeting—and create a “self-mantra” to focus our awareness.

5 | Worry

Worry can be exhausting and destructive. But it can also be creative. Just as fear is courage in the making, worry is wisdom in the making. Worry allows us to explore the practice of Raising the Question.

6 | Anger

Anger is “hot truth.” By using practices such as the Voice of Truth, the Half Smile, and Visualizing Forgiveness, we can put some space around our anger and, when necessary, take “strong countermeasures” to redress an injustice without being swept away by our emotions.

7 | Meditation

Meditation, besides being an excellent antidote to stress and worry, focuses on the fundamental spiritual questions: Who am I? What do I really want? Traditional meditation practices of sitting, standing, and walking can be adapted to the busy workplace, one minute here, one minute there. Though the water of meditation seems to disappear into the sand, deep below, the roots of our spiritual tree are being watered.

PART THREE: STAGNATION

8 | Boredom

Most jobs are boring some of the time. Some jobs are boring all of the time. The time spent commuting to and from work is an excellent opportunity for practices such as Listening Without Judgment and Driver Seeing. The Existential Toll-taker, the World’s Greatest Receptionist, and the Taxi Professor show us that we can not only do the job, but also create the job, with lightheartedness and good humor.

9 | Failure

Failure is not always failure. And even when it is, it can be a strength, not a weakness. Through the practices of the Energy Shrine and Uplifting Another, we can find, within seeming failure, the seeds of future success.

10 | Discouragement

When we are discouraged, our ordinary resources for coping are at a standstill. Is there a part of ourselves that cannot be defeated? Spiritual intention is a sustained effort to maintain our direction without expecting any result. Through the practices of Repetition, Patience, and Making Your Own Luck, we can move through discouragement and sustain our deeper life.

PART FOUR: INSPIRATION

11 | Ambition

Is there a legitimate place for worldly ambition in the spiritual life? When is ambition fruitful, and when is it just a blind desire for more? The practices of Truthful Feeling and Truthful Effort can help us distinguish between ambition that fulfills us and ambition that defeats us.

12 | Money and Time

Though all the great religions are critical of money, money is what makes a job a job. The Meditation on Money—using two bills, a one-dollar bill and a hundred-dollar bill—explores how thoroughly money is an inbred creation of the mind. And by changing the way we use our time in the workplace, we can, for a moment at least, strike a blow against the dictum that time is money and instead assert that time is love.

13 | Forgiveness

Buddhism teaches that the first step in being truly able to forgive another is to forgive ourselves. By practicing the Friend in the Heart meditation, and by finding opportunities to practice apology in the workplace, we can harness the transformative power of forgiveness, even with our adversaries.

14 | Quitting

Maybe the most spiritually fulfilling exercise in your workplace is not to find ways to cope with the job you have but to find a better one. By cultivating the Inner Entrepreneur, by raising the right questions—Am I ready? What is my plan? What if I fail?—and by practicing patience and humility, quitting might indeed be a spiritual practice for you.

PART FIVE: ACCOMPLISHMENT

15 | “Control”

So many workplace activities—meetings, memos, team building—are about trying to gain control of what is inherently an unpredictable situation. Spiritually speaking, there is another kind of control—Controlling by Paying Attention—that paradoxically encourages us to give up ordinary control and, by trusting in Simultaneity and Interdependence, allow the situation itself to guide us.

16 | Generosity

Generosity is a tangible expression of the self’s openness, of our willingness to feel other people’s sorrow and desire other people’s happiness. The practices of Right Speech, Gentle Truth, Presence, and Seeing and Hearing with the Heart are all efforts we can make on the job to offer generosity to our colleagues.

17 | Gratitude

Buddhism teaches that the whole universe is like a net of jewels, in which each jewel reflects all the others, and that each of us is one of the jewels in the net. This realization leads us to feel and express a deep gratitude for everyone and everything in our domain, from our coworkers to the bits of broken glass in the parking lot. The Buddhist teaching of Right Livelihood in today’s interconnected, global economy is most comprehensible as conscious livelihood.

18 | Power

It is a rare person who can really handle power. Power corrupts because each of us wants to be the star of a fairy tale in which every wish comes true. Outer Power, based on money, rank, knowledge, and status, seems to rule the world, but Inner Power, rooted in spiritual values, ethics, and character, is stronger.

PART SIX: FINAL THOUGHTS

19 | The Transformation of Work

On the edge of a new century, what can we all do to transform the dominant system of human commerce—free-market capitalism—so that it includes and embraces spiritual as well as material values?

20 | Visualizing the Workplace as Sacred

Here is a visualization practice to see the place where we work as a sanctuary or temple and every one of our coworkers as having a shining jewel in their foreheads.


About the Author






[image: ]

Acknowledgments

This book contains many voices besides my own—not only the participants in my workshops whose stories appear on nearly every page, but the many working people I have met in my travels, each of whom had something important to teach me. My heartfelt thanks to every one of them.

My agent Eileen Cope saw the possibility of this book lurking within me well before I was able to see it in myself. Many thanks for her midwifery and unbridled enthusiasm! Stephanie Gunning provided invaluable editorial help in the early stages, continuing to ask “But what is this book about?” until I could provide a satisfactory answer not only to her but to myself.

Thanks too to those friends and family who undertook the yeoperson’s task of reading the manuscript—Sylvia Boorstein, Lama Surya Das, Steve Tipton, and my wife, Amy. Their unconditional support and helpful criticisms were invaluable in refining the voice and tone of each chapter and story.

I am most grateful to all the people at Broadway Books whose vision and hard work helped create the finished product, especially my editor Suzanne Oaks, who understood this book from the inside. Her knack for knowing what parts needed to go where was a great help in shaping and clarifying the book as a whole.

Finally, I want to acknowledge a debt I can never repay to my Buddhist teacher Shunryu Suzuki Roshi. I have met a great many Buddhist teachers over the years, but few if any whose depth of character and insight was so clear and palpable as Suzuki Roshi’s. Though he died in 1972, I continue to learn from him every day.



[image: ]





May all beings be awake.
May all beings be happy.
May all beings be at peace.

UNIVERSAL PRAYER FOR THE
WELFARE OF ALL BEINGS

[image: ]ONE MORNING in late September, during our Wednesday meditation group, a grasshopper began to make its slow way in the predawn shadows across the hardwood floor. As I watched out of the corner of my eye I wondered, “How does the grasshopper know where to go?” From his vantage point, the floor was huge and featureless, like an ocean. One direction was much like another. He could even come to me. I wondered if he would.

Slowly, at insect speed, crawling, not hopping, he made his way past all of us and vanished into the shadows.

Later, when I was giving a talk, I mentioned the grasshopper, and asked, “How does he know where to go?” This is a big question. How do any of us know where to go? How do we know what to do? What choices to make? Where to work? Whom to love? How to live?

As I was finishing the talk, I turned to gesture toward the small wooden Buddha statue on the altar, and there, to everyone’s amazement, perched on the top of the Buddha’s head, was the grasshopper, shiny blue-green in the sunlight now streaming through the windows.

This is a true story. I am not making it up, or even exaggerating a bit. Six other people were there, and they can tell you. But why should you even wonder? This sort of small miracle happens all the time. It happens to me, and it happens to you. It is all around us. Why did the grasshopper seek out the top of the Buddha? Was he attracted by the light of the candle? Was he trying to find safety from the cat we heard meowing in the doorway earlier?

These are explanations, but they miss the point. The point is not to say “Wow! What a miracle! How special, how spiritual!” but simply to note that this is the way the world is. Shiny blue grasshoppers are always lighting on top of the heads of Buddhas, or on top of my head or your head or your boss’s head or your coworker’s head. It is not a matter of miracles, but a matter of noticing.

When I read reports of people who claim to see the image of the Virgin Mary on the side of a building, or in the patterns in the stump of an old oak tree, the stories usually include an explanation from a scientific expert about glass refraction or oak fungi. Who does that expert think the Virgin Mary is? A person who lived two thousand years ago and who therefore cannot really be there? A person who lives only in someone’s imagination? What does the word really mean? What does being there mean? What is imagination, and how is it less real than glass refraction?

These issues are far more interesting as questions than as answers, because as questions they open up our life, they make it shimmer, they make it sunlit and translucent. They allow us to notice the shiny blue grasshopper even at work, even on the highway, even when we are tired and discouraged.

The shiny blue grasshopper is what we live for, and work for, and love for. And although shiny blue grasshoppers can be found everywhere, this book is about finding them in the workplace, at our jobs, among our coworkers, scattered throughout our places of employment. It is about how to make our work life shine.

As we were taking down the altar and putting away the cushions and mats, I carried the Buddha statue to the window, with the grasshopper still on it, and let the grasshopper hop down onto the windowsill. It remained there for a moment, still as a stone, and then slowly, deliberately, it spread its wings and was gone.

But not entirely gone. From that moment on, the grasshopper was within me and all who were there and saw it come and go. And now that I have told you about it, the grasshopper is within you too. That is how the grasshopper moves among all of us.

If we could work together at our jobs with the feeling the grasshopper inspires in us, then the workplace might become a wonderful, joyful place. Even if we can’t, the grasshopper is perched here and there, waiting for us to notice.

Where is the grasshopper now?
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“So. What do you do?”

How many times have you been asked that question and answered, without thinking, “I’m a lawyer,” or “I’m an aerobics instructor,” or “I’m a musician.” But beyond small talk, that question suggests a deeper inquiry. What, indeed, do you DO, here on this earth, here in your life? What is your work? What is your passion? What is your aspiration, your dream, your calling? Do you find joy in your work? Have you given up hoping that joy is something you might expect from work? Or do you love your work so much that you have no time to enjoy anything else? Why do you have the job you do? Is it just a way to make ends meet, or is it something more? What is the relationship between your inner self and your outer, public life on the job?


To find joy in your work is the greatest thing for a human being.

HARRY ROBERTS: agronomist, cowboy, woodworker, welder, boxer, gun-sight maker, spiritual teacher in the Native American tradition, and Ginger Rogers’s dance partner



This book seeks to guide you on a path of spiritual discovery about the work that you do and offer practical ways to make that work more connected to your inner life. I don’t know if what you learn will improve your job in a conventional sense. Who knows, it might make you upset enough to quit your job and find a better one! But it may help you in a spiritual sense.

I am a Buddhist, which means I am also a realist. In our society, work is not expected to be spiritually satisfying. For the most part, our jobs are designed to make someone somewhere a profit. Listen to what one recent writer to Ann Landers had to say about his job:


Why should anybody give their best effort on the job? No one cares about the worker anymore. Growing up in the ’60s, we were taught that giving your best would always ensure your employment. That’s baloney. It’s all a matter of random chance whether or not your job continues. I’ve been laid off twice through no fault of my own.



Perhaps someday work will evolve to the point where it is once again integrated with family, community, spirituality, and nature, as it was in preindustrial times. Until then, the Buddhist worldview begins with today, just as it is, for good and ill—today’s job, today’s life, today’s “you.”

What this book offers are ways to help you become more aware, more awake, and more engaged in your work life. Even the worst job has its compensations, and even the greatest job has its demerits. This book can’t make your job perfect, but it may make it more workable. The reason I think so is because, spiritually speaking, you are in charge. Your employer may dictate every aspect of your work life, but no matter what kind of job you do, you are the boss of your inner life.

Most people think of Buddhists as people who meditate. That’s partly true. I spent many years living in a Buddhist retreat center, where I did indeed spend many hours each day in silent meditation. But Buddhism has its active side too, and some of its practices are adaptable to a busy, engaged life. Many of them aren’t meditation in the usual sense of the word but rather exercises in awareness and focus. Some address various emotional states, such as anger, fear, frustration, and boredom. Others work on how we interact with people, or on the speed and pace of our activity. All of them are designed to awaken the fundamental spiritual inquiry: Who am I? What am I doing here? How can I fulfill my life’s potential? These practices are all based on the conviction that we have the resources we need to make that inquiry come to life, and that the circumstances of our daily life can be the raw materials in that effort.

One thing’s for sure: You don’t have to be a Buddhist to benefit from these practices. During my career as a meditation teacher, I have taught and practiced with Catholic monks, rabbis, Protestant ministers, Muslims, nature worshipers, agnostics, atheists—people of many religious and nonreligious persuasions, many of whom, I’m sure, didn’t think of themselves as Buddhists. But they all benefited from Buddhist practices.

WORK LIFE AND SPIRITUAL LIFE

Have you ever heard the saying “It’s not my wife and it’s not my life”? It’s something to say when things go badly at work. Well, your job may not be your wife (or husband), but it is your life, or a big part of it. Studies show that the average American is working 150 more hours a year than in 1910—a sobering thought! When we disassociate ourselves from our work by saying, in effect, “This is not the part of my life that really counts, I just do this for a living,” we close ourselves off from what my teacher Harry Roberts used to say was the greatest thing for a human being—to find joy in our work.

How do you feel about your job? Do you love your work but find that it takes up so much of your time that it really is your whole life? Or, is your work dull and drab, but you don’t mind because you are going to night school to prepare for a different, more satisfying career? Perhaps you work in the helping professions or in education, and it is not your boss but your clients (or patients, or students, or parents) who drive you to distraction.

Regardless of your situation, there are certain characteristics of work that are universal. Unless you work at home, you travel to work. When you get there, you perform some task, such as computer programming, carpentry, or management, for which you are financially rewarded. You interact with other people in an environment where power is unequally shared. Your job performance is measured in some way. You compete with others for rewards. You can quit your job. You can lose your job. And you have (we hope) a life outside your job.

Let’s contrast this description of life on the job with the life of the spirit. In our spiritual life, we are not in competition with anyone else for spiritual rewards. How well or badly we do is beside the point. We honor and appreciate all people (including ourselves!) for their intrinsic humanity. We care for others, we share and are generous, we forgive. The world of the spirit is not a matter of bonuses, promotions, or awards. Advancement is not the point. We are already whole and complete just as we are.

So it would seem that spiritual life is close to the opposite of work life! But suppose we stop for a moment and ask ourselves why the modern workplace is the way it is. Is it because evil tyrants created the modern workplace to torment us? Or is it because over the last few hundred years people have cooperated to create a world in which we live better, longer, and happier, and can provide a more secure future for our children? We are all collectively responsible for the way work is today, and to whatever extent that situation is far from perfect, we must keep exploring, experimenting, and trying. It may be that over time the nature of work will undergo some grand transformation. Some social theorists think that kind of change is already under way. I think so too, and in chapter 19, “The Transformation of Work,” I explore some of those trends. But let’s not wait for that great moment. Today there is something we can do. Today we can make a change. Today it is possible to make a difference.

As you begin exploring this book—and you need not read it from front to back; it is designed to be browsed—I ask you to make only one commitment, and that is to trust yourself. Trust your own instincts, your intuition, your judgment. The knowledge you need to change your work life for the better is already within you. Set aside, for now, the notion that on the job you work for somebody else. In your spiritual life, you are self-employed. You work for yourself. No one need know about this inner job. It can be your secret. Whatever efforts you make will be outside the realm of success or failure. I don’t know what will happen if you try the practices in this book, but I am sure of one thing: Something will happen.

The reason I am so sure is that something is always happening. The world is full of spiritual opportunity. The trick is to be alert enough to notice it. That is the real work, and the joy of work, and if we catch on to that trick, it doesn’t matter in the short run what our day job is. In the end, if we are kind to ourselves, our efforts will be fruitful.

THE KOAN OF EVERYDAY LIFE

But what kind of fruit will it be? A raise, a better job, a happier work and home life? Perhaps, but not necessarily. Spiritual practice is more about questions than answers, more about searching than finding, more about effort than accomplishment. In one school of Buddhism, those who practice ponder spiritual questions called koans. There are hundreds of memorable stories, usually taken from the lives of ancient Buddhist teachers, that are used as koans. Some of them have even become part of popular culture. For instance, the question “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” was featured in an episode of The Simpsons television show.

In addition to these prefabricated questions, there is another kind of koan, called the koan of everyday life. Human life itself, the mystery of being thrust into the world by birth and swept out of it by death, is an imponderable puzzle, one that we can try to ignore but cannot escape. So much of what passes for “ordinary” life is, when seen through different eyes, not ordinary at all, but full of potential for spiritual learning. To practice the koan of everyday life means to confront every situation as though it were a profound spiritual question. In that sense, every koan story is a specific instance of the koan of everyday life.

One such koan story goes like this:

A monk asked his teacher, “What is the Buddha?” and the teacher answered, “The cypress tree in the garden.”

What does it mean? What does a cypress tree have to do with Buddha, that is, our awakened self? Let’s imagine this cypress tree, spreading over the path in the monastery garden. What could be more ordinary, or familiar, than the aged tree that each monk passed every day for the whole of his life? In that sense, the cypress tree means the most familiar thing. What familiar thing do you pass? Is it your kitchen table? Your car? Your good friend? Your spouse or children? Your coworkers? The copy machine in the office corner?

This book is based on the premise that our ordinary routine contains numerous treasures and the details of our workday, from the morning commute to the coffee break, the lunch hour, the afternoon meetings, the evening ride home, contain within them any number of gifts for our spirit, if only we would allow ourselves to receive them.

Here is a true story to illustrate this.

A woman named Julie managed a customer service department in an insurance company. Because of budget cuts, in addition to her managerial responsibilities, she had to spend a couple of hours each day taking overflow calls. The worst part of her job, she told me, was the unpredictable ringing of the telephone. As the week went on, she found herself resenting that sound more and more. She would try to turn the volume down, but if it got too soft she couldn’t hear it in time, which was even worse.

One day, without really thinking about it, she found herself pushing the button to lower the volume on the phone in rhythm with the ringing itself and suddenly thought, “I’m the one doing the ringing.” From then on, every time the ringing got on her nerves, she would raise and lower the volume of the ringing in time with the ringing, as though her finger were making the phone ring.

“It’s a silly thing,” she said, “but it made me feel in charge again.”

In this case the koan of everyday life took the form of a ringing phone. Anyone who works in an office understands only too well how large that ringing phone can loom. We all have to deal with it, none of us likes it, and yet that ringing phone can be a wake-up call to our inner life. In having to confront the irritation of the ringing phone, we also confront the fundamentals of who we are and want to be. The ringing phone stands for everything in our life that we cannot control, everything that makes our life unpredictable, confusing, and difficult. For those of us who think of spiritual life as something to be found in a church, a retreat center, or a walk by the seashore, the ringing phone is the last thing we wish to hear.

But for those who are willing to see a spiritual opportunity in the ordinariness of everyday circumstance, the ringing phone is no less profound an encounter than the cypress tree in the garden.

What makes the difference is the resource of spiritual practice, which is a way to transform the mundane into the sacred, the ordinary into the profound. In Julie’s case, her instinct to embrace the ringing not as something outside but as something inside was an example of a practice we will be exploring later as “Seeing and Hearing with the Heart.” She was hearing that phone not with her mundane ear, but with a more spiritual organ.

To understand that a sound is not something outside ourselves, but something within, is a shift of consciousness that can lead to a different understanding of who we are for others and who others are for us. From that insight comes generosity, compassion, and wisdom.

It may not seem like such a great accomplishment to tap our fingers in time with the ringing of a phone. But spiritual learning is nothing other than the accumulation, over time, of such small, modest awakenings. Eventually this can lead to a fundamental shift of perspective, a change in the sense of who “I” am and what “the world” is.

It is said that the monk, on hearing the words the cypress tree in the garden, experienced such a shift in perspective. In understanding such a story, it is important to realize how intimately that tree was a part of the monk’s daily life, just as the ringing phone was a part of Julie’s. The cypress tree in the garden was already in his heart. He passed it every day as he carried water to the kitchen, or firewood to the bathhouse, just as we might pass the office copier or the paper cup dispenser as we walk down the hall. That is why hearing the words the cypress tree in the garden caused his heart to open. Through spiritual practice, through concentrated attention over a long period of time, the tree was already growing within him.

The cypress tree in the garden can be anything, as long as we really see it and hear it, are open to it, and have an alert, caring, questioning mind.

This is the koan of everyday life. This is the potential of the workplace to be, for each of us, a spiritual place. This is the world seen with the eyes of awakening, a world in which everything we see and touch is offered to us as a gift.

Lift your eyes from this page, look up, look around you. Notice the first thing you see. What is it? A desk lamp? A window shade? A pencil? These humble objects are, indeed, capable of becoming your close spiritual friends.

Greet them as friends, because as you peruse this book, they will befriend as well as challenge you.

If nothing else, the next time the phone rings I hope that you will remember Julie, her tapping finger, the monk, and the cypress tree, and consider the possibility that the voice on the other end of the line might be someone other than the person who placed the call.

It might be you yourself.
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When I was a boy, I was a serious piano student and practiced after school at least two hours a day, sometimes more. I can still hear my mother calling out from the kitchen, “Stop fiddling around! Practice!” She was a music teacher by profession, so there was no fooling her! That’s what we usually mean by “practice”—practice the piano, practice our golf swing, practice a public speech. That kind of practice is a rehearsal, or a way to perfect a skill.


Spiritual practice is not a rehearsal but an end in itself, an activity that changes us inside and reverberates in the soul.



Spiritual practice is not like this. A spiritual practice is not a warm-up or rehearsal but an end in itself, an activity that expresses and develops our inner life. Spiritual practices are easier to describe than define, so let me offer you some familiar examples.

Catholics cross themselves. Observant Jews keep kosher. People of various religions say grace at meals or fast for periods of time. These are familiar examples of spiritual practices. Wearing a wedding ring is a less obvious example, but it is a visible expression of the marriage vow. Saying “Bless you!” when someone sneezes was originally a prayer for protection against evil. Saying “Good-bye” (a shortened form of “God be with you”) was once a blessing too.

And, of course, throughout the world, the most common spiritual practice of all is prayer.

For some people, such practices are embedded in their daily lives, as part of their religious identities. Others may feel alienated from such practices, perhaps because they seem hollow and mechanical, or are associated with feelings of guilt and duty. This is unfortunate, because the true intent of a spiritual practice is not about mechanically obeying rules but developing an awareness of the sacred. Keeping kosher, for example, is partly about respecting and honoring the food we eat and how it comes to us. Making the sign of the cross is a way to physically express a connection with the suffering of Jesus. Blessing someone when he or she sneezes shows sympathy and concern. These are not just empty rituals. They have the potential to change us inside, to develop our character and make us more aware of our larger responsibility to ourselves, to others, and to God.

Many such practices are unique to their own tradition. For example, Catholics do not keep kosher, nor do Jews cross themselves. But there are many spiritual practices that can be done by people of any religion, or no religion. Buddhism is particularly rich in such practices, which is one reason why it has attracted so much interest in the West. Buddhism traditionally emphasized practice over doctrine and belief. In fact, we might say that its practices are its beliefs. In that sense, it can be thought of not only as a religion in its own right but also as a “toolset” for a religion. Just as a hammer, a saw, or a pair of pliers each has a specific purpose, each of Buddhism’s many spiritual practices is designed to work on some aspect of our character and inner life.

THE REASON FOR SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

Our spiritual self asks root questions: Who am I? Why am I here? What is my purpose? A spiritual practice is something that we DO (as opposed to something that we believe) that helps us confront these questions. It is an activity that changes us inside, that reverberates in the soul.

In our love life, we look for passion, companionship, and intimacy. In our family life, we make a home, raise children, and take care of our relatives. In our work life, we build a career, make money, and contribute our energies to some enterprise. Our spiritual life is our deepest and most comprehensive life, enfolding all these other lives like a cloak or vestment. Regardless of how outwardly successful we are, our spiritual life determines the kind of person we really are—a person of generosity, authority, and satisfaction, or a person haunted by insecurity and fear.

At one time I studied with Harry Roberts, who was part Irish and part Native American. He gained spiritual knowledge from his uncle, a traditional medicine man. When Harry was a small boy, he watched while his uncle sewed feathers into a headdress used for a traditional dance ceremony. He was puzzled as he watched his uncle pull apart a whole section he had already sewn and prepare to do it over again.

“Why are you taking it apart?” Harry asked. “The dance is at night. Nobody will see it. Who will know?”

“I will know,” his uncle replied.

For Harry’s uncle, sewing that headdress was not just a job. What mattered was not just the appearance of the headdress but also his state of mind while he sewed it. As a spiritual leader of his community, it was not enough for him to do a passable job. It had to be good enough to satisfy his own sense of inner worth as well. That, much more than the headdress itself, was what he would bring to the ceremonial dance. Sewing the headdress was not about stitches or embroidery. It was about spirit, about responsibility, and about character. It was a spiritual practice.

CHARACTER COUNTS

When was the last time you said that someone was a person of good character? Perhaps you said it in a courtroom or in an employment reference letter. To talk about someone’s “character” in that way is a bit old-fashioned. We are more likely to use the word in the phrase “What a character!” or when we speak of the “character” that an actor played in a film.

Character in its formal sense means the solid, rooted, interior part of ourselves, not our exterior personality, but the part of us that carries our values, our ethics, and our convictions. Other people can count on our character, because it is not made up, not put on, not an act.

Character is not a fashion statement or a hairstyle. It is not something built in a day but rather the sum total of how we have lived our life, the choices we have made, the lessons we have learned from our parents and teachers, as well as the challenges we have faced.

Character is what comes to the fore in times of crisis. Under duress, our surface personality falls away. There is no time to think “What is the right thing to do or say?” The voice that speaks in such moments is the Voice of Truth, the unalloyed reality of who we are. It is also the part of ourselves we can most deeply share with others. That is why it was so important to Harry’s uncle that he come to the ceremonial dance in the right state of mind. He was a leader of his community. His character was something that other people depended on and drew strength from. He couldn’t fool anybody. Who he was would be evident for all to see. If he cut corners in the sewing of the headdress, if he imagined that what he did with the needle and thread was something inconsequential and private, he would be cheating his people and letting everyone down.

It may seem that the modern workplace doesn’t recognize character in that way. As long as we perform well, do our job, and fulfill our employer’s expectations, who we are deep inside is just a private matter.

That is how it seems on the surface. In reality, character always makes a difference. Character is what allows us to take charge of our inner life. It gives us strength, helps us face adversity and injustice, and keeps us calm when chaos reigns.

My own experience of business relationships is that they depend on character a good deal more than most of us would like to admit. I often have to negotiate complex contracts, but in the midst of all the nitpicking I am aware that in the end a contract only defines the terms under which the parties can sue each other. If it comes to that, the relationship has already failed. To be successful, a business relationship must be built on some amount of trust, and trust depends on character.

Though the workplace may rely on character, its importance is not often explicitly acknowledged. All the more reason for us to make our own efforts to cultivate character. When we treat character as important, then character comes alive for everyone around us. To the extent the workplace lacks heart, our effort to develop character can help restore its heart. To the extent the workplace makes demands on us that we cannot reasonably fulfill, character can help us do the best we can. Character is one answer to the questions: Who am I? What am I doing here?

Character counts.

EVERYTHING IS ALIVE

In the 1970 movie Little Big Man, a young pioneer boy was captured and raised by Native Americans. His stepfather was chief of the tribe. One day, the chief tried to explain to the boy the difference between white people, whom the chief called “crazy ones,” and the Native Americans, whom the chief referred to in his language as “human beings.”

“The difference between the crazy ones and human beings,” the chief said, “is that the crazy ones think everything is dead, and we human beings think everything is alive.”

Everything is alive! Not just plants and animals but stones, rivers, the sky, clouds, the dancing dust motes in a ray of sunlight. That sense of aliveness is the ground of spiritual life. Many people come to traditions like Buddhism in the hope of having such an experience and believe that the reason for spiritual practice is to make it happen. But spiritual practice is not just a means to make everything come alive.

Everything is already alive.

In that sense, spiritual practice is not a means to an end but an end in itself, a way to express ourselves fully and completely. The poet Wallace Stevens once said, “The true religious force in the world is not the church but the world itself.” Churches, temples, and retreat centers are important. To belong to some spiritual community allows us to share our spiritual life with others and be encouraged by others. But we should also remember that everything in the world, even the fax machine that hums in the corner of the office, even the
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