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What They're Saying About the New Middle Way


Welcoming, sincere pathway
He (Pine) steers away from rigidity, instead urging readers to discover their own awakening, and delivers many practical tips for anyone seeking a new perspective on joy. From exploring quantum mechanics to advice on how to face suffering to guiding readers on finding a teacher, Pine constructs a welcoming, sincere pathway to letting the ego die and “becom[ing] the modern equivalent of the wandering ascetic, free from fear of death.”BookLife by Publishers Weekly


      [image: ]Like sitting with a wise and compassionate elder
...accessible to readers who may be new to Buddhism while still offering meaningful insights for experienced practitioners. His conversational tone feels like sitting with a wise and compassionate elder and teacher who speaks from both knowledge and experience. This inclusivity makes the book a welcoming space for all readers, regardless of their level of familiarity with Buddhist teachings.Maileen Hamto review in Discovery


      [image: ]Delightful book will benefit many
Mel Pine has distilled a lifetime of learning and packaged it in the most caring heart. This is a delightful book dealing with noble truths that will benefit many.Andrew Holecek, author of Reverse Meditation


      [image: ]Recognizing innate wisdom already within us
With a humble heart, Mel Pine gently guides us to discover our own new middle way by relating to Buddhist teachings with an open and relaxed mind, encouraging an accessible understanding of this ancient wisdom tradition for continued growth, while recognizing the innate wisdom already within us.Chelsea Waves, Death Doula, Lucid Dreaming Guide, and Grief Companion


      [image: ]A compassionate hand reaching out across the page
The New Middle Way is resonating with me. Your thoughtful approach, grounded in decades of lived experience, humor, and honest reflection, feels like a compassionate hand reaching out across the page.Sophia J. Bennett, award-winning author


      [image: ]
Combines Buddhism, philosophy, and science
Mel Pine achieved something in The New Middle Way that I have never encountered before. He wrote an interdisciplinary book on Eastern spirituality that combined Buddhism, philosophy, and science. The truly extraordinary part is that he was true to each of the three without compromising one for the other. Perhaps even more astoundingly, this is not some heady discourse for a select few; rather, it presents a coherent and liberating approach to life that you could start living today. Whatever your current religious, spiritual or philosophical views, even the skeptic, you owe it to yourself to read Mel Pine's book with an open mind and heart.Jim Palmer, Founder, Center for Non-Religious Spirituality, and author of Inner Anarchy


      [image: ]An accessible guide to the Buddhist path
The New Middle Way is a wonderful book for anyone interested in an accessible guide to the Buddhist path. With traditional teachings, as well as personal stories of trauma, healing, and resilience, Pine’s book demonstrates that everyone can draw on Buddhist practices to develop wisdom, compassion, and clarity for themselves and others.Kimberly Brown, author of Happy Relationships and Navigating Grief and Loss


      [image: ]21st-Century Approach to Buddhism
I love Mel’s 21st-Century approach to Buddhism, his humility and the fact that he doesn’t take him"self" seriously. Mel is not simplistic. He unpacks the subtleties of Buddhist meditation. I much prefer this to the current secular trend.Mary Finnigan, author of Sex and Violence in Tibetan Buddhism: The Rise and Fall of Sogyal Rinpoche


      [image: ]A gift to the world
The best book I've read on Buddhism...a gift to the world.Award-winning poet Teressa L Wagers


      [image: ]Like remembering something you forgot you already knew
Mel Pine doesn’t teach Buddhism. He lives it, then writes from what’s left. The New Middle Way isn’t here to hand you a program or a philosophy. It’s a lived invitation. Reading it feels like remembering something you forgot you already knew. A book that meets you where you are, then gently opens the door.Youri Hermes, author of Enlightenment, No Refunds


      [image: ]Spiritual nourishment
I get more spiritual nourishment from Mel’s blog posts than from any other source.Russ Araujo, From the Pure Land subscriber


      [image: ]Doesn't demand blind faith or blind skepticism
By positioning himself between “secular” and “ossified” (rigidly traditional) Buddhism, Pine carves out a space for genuine spiritual growth that doesn’t demand blind faith or blind skepticism.Chat GPT-4.﻿
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This book, my spiritual life's work, is dedicated to my loving wife, Carol, and son, Carl, and to the memory of my son, Thomas, and my big sisters, Marilyn and Alice.
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How to Read This Book


The only rule for reading this book is: Relax. It's not a textbook, and it's not a linear explanation of Buddhism or my practice. There are already more than enough books about Buddhism written with linear logic. 
Buddhism is best understood experientially. This is my attempt to share some experiences, some stories, some humor, and some of what I've learned in four decades of studying and practicing Buddhism. I hope reading it is a pleasant experience for you—one that will help you in whatever spiritual practice suits you.
Because The New Middle Way is not linear, feel free to jump around if you like reading a book that way. Chapter 19 is called Words and Phrases and not a glossary because I wrote it in the same informal language as the rest of the book. If you choose to scan it first, it may serve as a quasi-primer on Buddhism. If you like spiritual memoirs, read Chapters 12, 13, and 14 first.
Relax and enjoy!








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epigraph
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Introduction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Slicing and Dicing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Kleshas, the Pāramitās, the Brahmaviharas, and Karma
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Woo-Woo World
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Becoming Enlightened in This Lifetime
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        The Pure Land
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Is It All About the Ego?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Moses, Tablets, Words, and the Kingdom of God
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Masculinity and Femininity in Buddhism
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Saints, Bodhisattvas, Yidams, and Poisons
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Om Mani Padme Hum Along
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        My Journey—Roots
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        My Journey—Trauma
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        My Journey—Dharma
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        How to Find a Teacher and Sangha—Part One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        How to Find a Teacher and Sangha—Part Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Your Journey
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Meditations and Contemplations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Words and Phrases
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Afterword
        
        
          
            
            
            
        
            
            	
              
                 STOP!
              
            

            
        
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Final Note from Mel
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]
Epigraph
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A noiseless patient spider,
I mark’d where on a little promontory it stood isolated,
Mark’d how to explore the vacant vast surrounding,
It launch’d forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself,
Ever unreeling them, ever tirelessly speeding them.

And you O my soul where you stand,
Surrounded, detached, in measureless oceans of space,
Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres to connect them,
Till the bridge you will need be form’d, till the ductile anchor hold,
Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere, O my soul.Walt Whitman
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Chapter 1
Introduction


Afunny thing happened on the way to my death. 
At the start of 2024, I was happy—joyous—with my life and my Buddhist practice, and I was looking forward to my death. Those are not contradictions. I was happy to go on living in my loving marriage of 30-plus years, enjoying our downsized-for-retirement home, with our kind and generous son visiting regularly.
I wasn’t eager for death as long as I could live this way, but as my 78th birthday was approaching, I was going through several physical and cognitive challenges that left me uncertain about living comfortably for more than another year or two.
A few years earlier, I had let go of my ego. By that, I mean I gave up any need to prove anything, to stand out from the crowd, to gain recognition. I even gave up writing because I felt I had said and done everything I needed to in this life. There are plenty of good writers out there.
My wife and I meet daily to pray and meditate over Zoom for an hour with a group of loving and caring followers of Eastern religions who live throughout the United States. In addition to that practice, I was following, and still follow, Tibetan Buddhist master Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche’s Path of Liberation and his Nectar of the Path liturgy.

[image: ]
My primary teacher, Minyur Rinpoche

It was time, I thought, to add more awareness of death and dying to my practice. Ideally, it’s part of everyone’s practice at any age, but we know how that plays out. Now, I was ready. I bought Andrew Holecek’s book Preparing to Die and loved it. Andrew writes and teaches from a deep understanding of Tibetan Buddhism, including study in Nepal, India, Bhutan, and Tibet, as well as a three-year retreat in Nova Scotia, Canada. He brings to that wisdom a thoroughly modern and nonsectarian spiritual and scientific perspective.
That book helped me incorporate some Pure Land (explained in Chapter 6) teachings into my Vajrayana (Tibetan Buddhist) practice. In May 2024, I virtually attended Andrew’s Blissful Pure Lands Retreat and began bringing Buddha Amitabha (creator and overseer of the Pure Land) into my daily meditations as my venerated yidam (exemplar of all Buddhas). Around June 3, as I brought Amitabha into my consciousness, he seemed to tell me that there was more for me to do.
You know how to write, and you know how to blog, he seemed to be saying, so go ahead and use those skills to manifest your bodhicitta (the deep desire to liberate others from needless suffering).

That’s the creation story of my From the Pure Land blog. I issued the first post on June 5, 2014, and found myself turning out short pieces—five-minute reads—at an almost daily pace. People were reading them. In the first seven months, they reached about 15,000 unique users in 36 U.S. states and 18 countries. In September, I began podcasting and occasionally videocasting one of the From the Pure Land posts each week. Somehow, the magic of podcasting has introduced thousands of listeners in 55 countries to one or more of the posts.
As the one-year anniversary of my mission approached, the blog had subscribers in 40 states and 29 countries while the podcast was reaching listeners in 78 countries.
About that funny thing that happened on my way to death, my blog and podcast (and now this book) became my remaining life’s work and greatly improved my physical and cognitive health. (Modern medicine and ancient wisdom helped, too.) I still have no problem greeting death as a friend whenever it’s my time, but I also have an additional reason—and additional resolve—to stay alive and functional.
I had set my 80th birthday—May 23, 2026--to evaluate my health prospects; now, it has become a date to celebrate. This book will have been in circulation for the better part of a year. If readers have found something fresh and helpful here, maybe it will help them on the journey toward spiritual wholeness. If it has been a flop, or if I die before I get to celebrate its success, I'll still know that I achieved something rare: distilling a lifetime of spiritual learning into 45,000 words that will be available to anyone who wants to find them.

      [image: ]This book’s Epigraph is the poem by Walt Whitman about a noiseless patient spider exploring the vast vacant surroundings and launching filaments out of itself. He compares that to his soul standing in space and trying to connect. We are all that spider. 
It’s widely believed that the Buddha rejected the concept of a soul, but that’s a misperception derived from the intricacies of translating the ancient language he spoke into English. He rejected the Hindu concept of an Ātman—an eternal self that exists in every being as part of or in relation to a supreme being. It’s clear—to me anyway, as you’ll learn in this book—that each being’s pure awareness, its Buddha Nature, is like the concept of a soul.
Whitman’s soul—however he perceived it—urged him to write in order to make connections. What was tricky for me was learning what was driving my urge to write, which started in childhood, as Whitman’s did. What I realized a few years ago was that mine was driven by my ego's urge to connect. That’s why I stopped writing. It wasn’t until my practice enabled me to write from my bodhicitta that I began again. It may sound ickily pretentious, but I believe it deeply, so I’ll send the words out there:
This book is a filament of my soul.


      [image: ]Rev. Dan King--a friend and Unitarian Universalist minister who helped me through a difficult period in the mid-2010s—wisely advised me to treat my blog posts as a continuing evolution of belief. Each one is what I find true here and now. Each one needs to be considered through the lens of impermanence and non-attachment, two pillars of Buddhism. 
As I began writing this book, the first in my 79th year of life, my 58th year as a writer, my 40th as a Buddhist, and my 16th as a blogger, I remembered Dan’s advice and want to emphasize it. Please consider what follows as, at best, a stumbling step in the winding path toward whatever is coming next for Buddhism, especially in the West.
I won’t restate the case others have made that, especially in Western countries, people have become more isolated, alienated, and lacking a spiritual foundation. The classic in this area is Robert D. Putnam’s Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, published in 2000. Articles he has written since and a more recent book update his work. Vivek Murthy made a similar case in Together: Loneliness, Health and What Happens When We Find Connection.
One measure of the collapse of membership in religious organizations is that roughly 40 million people—16% of the adult population of the United States—have left Christianity in two and a half decades. Overall, membership in churches, synagogues, and mosques dropped from around 70% of the U.S. public in 2000 to less than 50% in 2020. Surveys in 2025 showed possible signs of the trend slowing or stopping, but it's too early to be certain.
According to the Pew Research Center, seven in ten Americans consider themselves spiritual, but only two-thirds of that group also consider themselves religious.
From my observations and from reactions to my blog posts, it seems clear that many in the West seek less dogmatic approaches to religion. We need more liberal religious alternatives to traditional Western places of worship and religious bureaucracies.
A quick note: When I say East or West, I mean culturally rather than geographically. When I say West, I'm referring to places whose cultures are dominated, or heavily influenced, by migrations from Western Europe. Australia is a prime example.

According to the Dalai Lama, every religion is a combination of philosophy and a way to change the heart and mind. In his book Approaching the Buddhist Path, he says:
While big differences exist among their philosophies, all religions agree on the good qualities for human beings to develop. For some people, the Buddhist philosophy is more effective in cultivating these qualities. For others, the doctrine of another religion is more helpful. Therefore, from the viewpoint of an individual, each person will see one philosophy as true and one religion as best for him or her.
Alternatives from the East are becoming more available in the West. Religions like Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, and Confucianism provide less dogmatic and bureaucratic possibilities. I have spent four decades studying and practicing Buddhism. Because it’s what I know, this book is written in what you might call the flavor of Buddhism. Although I occasionally use Sanskrit, Pali, and Tibetan words, my intention is for Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Taoists, Confucianists, Humanists, those recovering from organized religion, those beginning on a Buddhist path, and others to taste an approach I’ll call a new middle way.
When the Buddha achieved enlightenment under the bodhi tree, he found a middle way between self-indulgence (materialism) and self-denial (asceticism). Six or seven centuries later, his teachings had grown into a philosophy as well as a religion.
The Buddha was not a Buddhist, nor a Hindu, nor a Taoist, a Jew, a Christian, or a Muslim. He probably never intended to found a religion or especially a philosophy. He was concerned about needless suffering, which he often compared to an arrow. When shot by an arrow, one wants to get it out, not ask questions first about who made it, who shot it, what kind of bow he used, and so on. In other words, the Buddha considered ontological questions a distraction.
Nevertheless, as Buddhism grew, so did ontological questions and conflicting points of view. Is there a real, substantial world out there (form) that we misperceive, or is it all a dream (emptiness) that exists only in our minds? Is there a real, continuing self even though it’s made of components that change from moment to moment, or is there no self at all? Is it entirely an illusion?
The Buddhist philosopher Nāgārjuna (150-250 CE) is most closely associated with the second Buddhist middle way, which found a path between the extremes of form and emptiness and the extremes of self and no-self. His philosophy, Madhyamaka, uses what’s known as the “two truths doctrine” to resolve those questions. I’m neither able nor willing to explain the doctrine in detail, but from this lay practitioner’s perspective:
We function from day to day in relative reality. We couldn’t get through the day if we didn’t see ourselves and others as having form, but in ultimate reality, neither we nor what we perceive has form. Logically, form exists only from a perspective of emptiness, and emptiness exists only from a perspective of form.

In much simpler terms, there’s no this without that, no here without there, no front without a back, no happiness without sadness, no form without emptiness, no self without non-self. To reach enlightenment is to understand that fully (from an experiential and not merely conceptual base).
If this is new to you, now would be a good time to take a few breaths and not sweat the details. Just go with the flow.

 I wanted to explain the second middle way before suggesting a third. Don’t get me wrong. Let me say this boxed and in bold italics:
I'm no Nāgārjuna.

I depend on commentaries on his works to understand what he wrote.
I’m just a kid from a row house in Philadelphia with no credentials other than a long life with lots of trauma, 40 years of study and practice in teachings from every wave of Buddhism, and skill at taking what’s complex and explaining it in a simple, informal way, without screwing it up too much.
New York Times columnist Ross Douthat, in his February 1, 2025, article Looking for Faith? Here’s a Guide to Choosing a Religion, wrote:
Fortunately for the would-be seeker, this challenge is overstated. The ultimate goal of the sincere religious quest is a relationship or an experience of grace that can’t be obtained through reasoning alone. But for the open-minded person who hasn’t received divine direction, a religious quest can still be a rational undertaking—not a leap into pure mystery but a serious endeavor with a real hope of making progress toward the truth.
With that context, I’ll modestly offer my suggestions for a middle way along the 21st Century path through the beautiful and fragrant forest of Buddhism. I encourage you to find your own in your chosen faith, but here’s my attempt to leave some breadcrumbs to help guide you.
You might think of the route as a middle way between faith in everything and faith in nothing—or both.
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Chapter 2
Slicing and Dicing

With an overview of the Buddhism salad


One Easter Sunday in the early 1980s, an instance of ignorance left me stranded in Stavanger, Norway, halfway through a business trip. In the New York City headquarters of the multinational corporation where I worked, my employers and I didn’t know Norway would shut down for five days around Easter. 
From the Wednesday before Easter to the Tuesday after, all nonessential businesses closed. Newspapers weren’t printed, restaurants were shuttered (except for one simple one in each hotel), domestic flights were canceled, buses and trains didn’t run, taxis were unavailable, and the same tape of rinky-dink music played over and over in my hotel’s elevators. Whoever had the job of changing the tape was off duty.
It's not that Norway is especially devoted to religion. Its devotion is to work-life balance and tradition. Easter Weekend traditionally offers the last good opportunity for skiing, so individuals and families exit the cities with skis resting on their shoulders and fastened onto car roofs.
That’s why I—a bored visitor with a past in Judaism, an interest in Buddhism but not yet a practice, and little understanding of the New Testament—accepted my business host’s invitation to join him and his family for Easter Sunday services in the Stavanger Cathedral, an imposing stone structure dating to 1125, a bishopric of the Church of Norway.
Here’s where ignorance—or maybe mindlessness—makes an appearance again. I hadn’t considered the consequences of attempting to sit solemnly in that imposing stone church without understanding a word that was spoken and sung around me. Until then, everyone I met had made it easy for me, but English was absent in the cathedral.
Another thing I hadn’t realized was that my host’s family pew was in the first row, directly before the imposing stone pulpit. And when the priest climbed up into that pulpit and began to deliver his sermon, it seemed to me as though the Swedish Chef from television’s The Muppet Show was speaking, and I burst out laughing. (Yes, I know that Norwegian is not Swedish, but neither is the Swedish Chef.)
That memory popped into my mind in November 2024, more than 40 years later, as I was considering a title for a From the Pure Land blog post I was writing to make the point that, in trying to understand Buddhism, one should avoid getting lost in the bits and pieces with foreign names. I decided to call it Slicing and Dicing Buddhism: The whole is more than the sum of its parts, which led to an illustration that reminded me of the Swedish Chef:
[image: ]
And that brought me back to my Easter Sunday in Stavanger. Now, that phrase and illustration seem apt for this chapter and the flavor I aim for in this book. My mishmash recipe blends what I’ve learned (the wisdom I’ve gained?) in the four decades since that Norwegian weekend into an informal, conversational book that’s not afraid to

      [image: ]So, what is Buddhism?
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



      [image: ]Now, some slicing and dicing
	
	
	



      [image: ]Make me one with everything.
Change comes from within.





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/1dcb666f-e7b2-4409-b763-dc8c675ad93a.jpeg





OEBPS/images/65af76e4-0fd6-48b8-9953-8bd496f9c268.jpeg





OEBPS/images/615fd96d-bf55-48c0-bc7a-6ce090a214c1.png





OEBPS/images/080df810-b005-45b3-8baa-60f632b90f29.jpeg
THE NEW
MIDDLE WAY

A Buddhist Path Between Secular and Ossified
-Enlightenment for Regular Folks

Mel Pine

Mel Harkrader Pine, Publisher
June 2025





OEBPS/images/964b8093-6827-4cbe-8edd-da6142f5a653.jpeg





OEBPS/images/451b3e8c-de5c-418e-85ca-989768357983.jpeg








