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“Zen in the Vernacular wonderfully points out and elucidates how Buddhism is always awakening in new language, language which can speak directly to us and from our own lips, as we discover how our narrative weaves its way through the countless narratives of our world: intimately connected, yet often at odds. How will we navigate our way? How can ‘things as it is’ inform and clarify our narrative along with the world’s? Let’s listen to what Coyote has to say.” 

EDWARD ESPE BROWN, AUTHOR OF THE COMPLETE
 TASSAJARA COOKBOOK, THE TASSAJARA BREAD BOOK,
 AND NO RECIPE: COOKING AS SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

“In Zen in the Vernacular, Peter Coyote brings us along on his Zen path and with concise language shares his unique understanding of Buddhism, birth and death, mind and body, and daily life. In engaging with things as it is, he delves into the social and political issues that he’s passionately concerned with. In these chapters, based on a series of talks he gave during the pandemic, Coyote speaks with remarkable intelligence and compassion about how to awaken to truth far greater than our small mind while not turning away from the suffering and turmoil that surrounds us. All the while his fire is fueled and peace of mind maintained through Zen practice and meditation and an unwavering commitment to all beings.”

DAVID CHADWICK, AUTHOR OF CROOKED CUCUMBER
 AND EARLY STUDENT OF SHUNRYU SUZUKI ROSHI

“This large book full of wisdom provides an updated and nuanced presentation of basic Buddhist teaching. Peter shares personal stories from the depths of Zen communities and from a range of friends: Governor Jerry Brown to American Zen pioneer Gary Snyder to a Mohawk poet and artist working as a logger in the Northwest. Peter employs his wide experience to envision Zen practice and life anew for modern contexts, something American Zen folks now work to express this worthy ancient tradition for contemporary application. Peter’s vernacular Zen, stripped of exotic trappings, is an important contribution to this project. Peter gets down into the weeds. He faces loss and grief with open dignity amid our present afflictions of the pandemic and climate fires as well as in poignant situations of personal loss. But perhaps his greatest gift to an American vernacular Zen is his affirmation that Buddhism is not about ‘spiritual bypass’ or mere self-help programs, turning away from the challenges of societal oppression. Rather, Zen is a practice of universal awakening. Returning to his early inspirations from Gary Snyder, Peter Coyote expresses how a modern Zen can offer support and some settledness to engage with systemic suffering.”

TAIGEN DAN LEIGHTON, AUTHOR OF
 CULTIVATING THE EMPTY FIELD: THE SILENT
 ILLUMINATION OF BUDDHIST ZEN MASTER HONGZHI

“This is a wondrous and generous book. Peter Coyote honorably follows D. T. Suzuki and Paul Reps, who both sought two generations ago to introduce Zen Buddhism to a curious United States. Coyote goes a step further, contextualizing the practice from within American life and culture, deftly reconciling contradictions, challenging the solipsistic to look inward. A thunderous ovation from my one hand!

KEN BURNS, FILMMAKER

“This book is written by someone who has had a deeply rich life. It is full of anecdotes from that life, told with humor and clarity, that serve as metaphors for teaching Buddha’s dharma. It acknowledges and confirms a path for non-monastics—lay people immersed in daily life. It shows us how we can organize everyday life as the practice of liberation. This is a deeply compassionate book, joyously written by an accomplished storyteller. This book will help the West envision what Buddhism could look like 300+ years from now. Enjoy.”

SOSHIN TEAH STROZER, FOUNDING TEACHER
 AT THE BROOKLYN ZEN CENTER


[image: ]




	Inner Traditions
 One Park Street
 Rochester, Vermont 05767
 www.InnerTraditions.com
	[image: ]




Copyright © 2024 by Peter Coyote

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Cataloging-in-Publication Data for this title is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 978-1-64411-975-4 (print)

ISBN 978-1-64411-976-1 (ebook)

Printed and bound in the United States by Lake Book Manufacturing, LLC

10    9    8    7    6    5    4    3    2 

Text design and layout by Virginia Scott Bowman
 This book was typeset in Garamond Premier Pro and Gill Sans with Zeitung Micro Pro, Gala, and Myriad Pro used as display typefaces

To send correspondence to the author of this book, mail a first-class letter to the author c/o Inner Traditions • Bear & Company, One Park Street, Rochester, VT 05767, and we will forward the communication, or contact the author directly at sfzencoyote@gmail.com.

[image: ]


[image: ]


For Marilyn Jean McCann, who introduced me to Zen practice.

For Gary Snyder, who modeled what a Zen life might be like.

For Lew Richmond, my teacher, who allowed me just enough helium to float between earth and sky.

For Shunryu Suzuki-roshi—the inspiration crossing Space and Time.

For David Harris,
who left us in 2023:
Honor, facing the fangs of the world, Courage facing Death— the conscience of our country.

And to my wife Laura, the Priestess bowing to no authority but Love.







We are not made of different stuff from the people we might choose to scorn.

DAVID BRAZIER, THE FEELING BUDDHA
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Foreword

Lewis Richmond

I HAVE KNOWN PETER COYOTE for more than forty years, as a friend and fellow devotee of the Buddhist path, and I believe that the one word that describes him best is integrity. Peter has integrity, in both senses of the word—someone who is both moral and honest as well as whole and undivided. He’s always been that way, I think. Throughout his life in various guises and careers, Peter has always stuck up for the underdog, whether it be Native Americans, union workers, poor people, or struggling minorities. Part of Peter’s Buddhist name, Jishi, means “compassion warrior”—in Buddhist terms a bodhisattva, a being who consistently puts others’ material and spiritual needs above his own. That’s Peter.

Over the course of a long and varied life, Peter has been a master of many crafts: actor, improv teacher, award-winning poet, musician and songwriter, political activist, administrator and advocate for the arts, longtime Buddhist meditator, and now Buddhist priest—the list goes on. Although he has acted in more than 160 films and many TV shows, these days he is best known as the narrative voice of Ken Burns’s many documentaries on aspects of American society and history. Some have called Peter’s voice the “voice of America.” It is a voice of integrity and care. People trust that voice.

Now he has written this book, combining the best of his activism with the best of his Buddhist teaching, which he calls “vernacular Zen.” Zen has been an element of American culture and artistic life since the 1950s, and Peter is right to reference Gary Snyder in this connection. Gary was Peter’s first Zen mentor, and Gary and his generation of beat poets and truth seekers were the first progenitors of vernacular Zen; Peter is their rightful successor. In the sense of the fusing of two precious metals—such as silver and gold—this book is an amalgam of all that Peter is and has been. The “silver” of his passion for social justice is fused and blended with the “gold” of his dedication to the deep wisdom that Buddhist practice teaches.

These essays—originally lectures given on Facebook during the Covid years—are filled with right-to-the-point Buddhist teaching interleaved with Peter’s reflections on those teachings’ applications to the wider American society and the causes of social justice dear to his heart. In his mind, they are connected and continuous, and he is gifted in the way he persuades the reader of this connection. I think he succeeds, not only because he is articulate and compelling, but because his whole life has been a testament to that connection. Indeed, the Buddha himself was a social revolutionary. Casting aside the rigid caste rules of the society of his time, dispensing with all the rites and rituals of worship that were so prevalent then, the Buddha created a community of honesty and simplicity, a congregation with no rank or caste; all were equal in the eyes of awakened mind.

Peter teaches in that spirit.

LEWIS RICHMOND,
 AUTHOR OF AGING AS A SPIRITUAL PRACTICE
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Introduction to Part I

Orientation

IN RESPONSE TO NUMEROUS REQUESTS from people suffering from anxiety and seclusion related to the Covid-19 pandemic, I began offering a series of weekly and then biweekly dharma talks on Facebook between March of 2020 and March of 2021. Reviewing the talks, I felt that the translation of Zen Buddhism into an American vernacular required the physicality of a book, with its portability, permanence and ease of bookmarking. There is something user-friendly about a book that does not require whizzing back and forth through the videotapes of lectures stored on an online channel. Furthermore, crafting and shaping a book allowed me to refine my thoughts and clarify my sometimes loopy expression during improvised dharma talks.

Although I am ordained as a priest in the lineage of Shunryu Suzuki-roshi, founder of San Francisco Zen Center, and first trained there in a monastic setting and am currently a transmitted teacher in that lineage (granted independence by my teacher), my life and practice are primarily secular. Consequently, I thought that secular spiritual life might be the appropriate vantage point from which to investigate my lineage of contemporary Zen thought and practice and examine its utility in the daily reality of the United States, particularly during the Covid pandemic of 2020 and 2021.

Part 1 of this book will discuss the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path, and dependent origination—Buddha’s foundational teachings. However, rather than explicate each in depth, I’ll establish some general principles and examples and refer those who are interested to excellent explanations already committed to print by teachers I respect and from whom I learned.

Part 2 of this book, “Things as It Is,” is concerned with secular Buddhist practice, the dominant practice of most American Buddhists. The expression “things as it is” was a favorite of Suzuki-roshi, and when I first encountered it, I considered it a charming grammatical error on the part of someone still struggling with English. Some years later, more deeply immersed in practice, I realized that the torqued syntax perfectly expressed the fusion of what the ancient Chinese referred to as “the 10,000 things,” with the truth of a single, unbroken, interdependent Universe in which nothing exists solely alone. There is only one reality. From the vantage point of our personality, it appears to be multiple things, but when our limited personality expands to include deep wisdom, there is only one pulsing something, some energy, common to every expression of its multiplicity.

Part 3 of this book, “Engaged with Vernacular Zen,” examines political and social issues ranging from the murder of George Floyd to the impossibility of avoiding negative consequences in our struggles to create positive change. Because politics is, at root, concerned with relationships between human beings and all beings and their environment, it seems neither a stretch nor a misapplication to consider political and social issues through a Buddhist lens.* The passions, fears, and fixed political ideas that led to that conflagration are still exacerbated and vivid, and so it is precisely the milieu in which calm and reflection might do the most good.

This book concentrates on the way Zen practice and perspective can be helpful to contemporary, secular life, making Zen more accessible and interesting to Americans. I would like to clarify that many of the mental/physical states achieved by Buddhist practice—including kensho and enlightenment—are human experiences that transcend cultural differences. They are a human legacy available to all who commit to the rigors of self-examination and practice. Many Americans may already be familiar with them but perhaps never considered their experiences as spiritual. It is my hope that reviewing their experiences through a Zen lens might offer the consolation of familiarity to experiences they might have felt were at odds with our cultural norms.
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During the nearly three thousand years since the Buddha lived, his teachings spread around the globe, and in each culture they have been pruned and modified to ensure harmony with local customs, laws, values, and cultural structures. I refer to such modifications (or adjustments) as “gift wrapping,” translating the gifts of Buddha’s teaching in manners and means sensible to particular cultures in particular times. This gift wrapping is what allowed Buddhism to enter foreign lands, cross political and cultural borders, and establish reestablish and reinvent itself in new cultures. Despite common core principles and practices, these culturally appropriate gift-wraps are why Indian, Tibetan, Vietnamese, Japanese, Chinese, and Indonesian Buddhism have significant differences.

When Suzuki-roshi first began teaching eager young Americans, he included only minimal ceremonies—bowing to one’s seat and bowing to the room, along with a few short chants. I was not a Zen student at that time but have been told by his disciples that this ceremonial simplicity was purposeful, to allow space for his American students to internalize his teachings and adapt them to their own culture. He taught what he knew, which was formal Zen, a Japanese expression of Buddhist thought and practice, but he also clearly understood that the transplantation of Japanese Zen roots into American soil would eventually produce its own native varietals.

Like Nature, Buddhism expresses itself according to principles of diversity. Most Buddhists do not meditate. Not all Buddhists are celibate, monastic, or married householders. Not all wear robes or shave their heads. Not all Buddhists believe in reincarnation. Some sects of Buddhism stress the existence of prior Buddhas in ancient times, also turning the wheel of dharma. The Buddha did not invent meditation, but his awakening is the first recorded instance of a person achieving enlightenment solely by their own efforts. You will also come to understand in these pages why Zen people are not overly concerned with reincarnation.

Because Buddhist practice around the world mirrors the diversity of humankind, rather than claiming one iteration as superior to all others, I think that Zoketsu Norman Fischer, a well-known and respected senior teacher from San Francisco Zen Center, had it exactly right in this quotation from a dharma talk he gave entitled “On Being A Priest.”


Some priests may follow a traditional path, complete dharma transmission, and become Zen teachers in a traditional way. Other priests may make service or craft their practice. Some priests may remain for many years, or a lifetime, in large Buddhist institutions. Others may practice residentially only for a short time. Some may start large or small centers of their own. Others may fold into the world at large without beginning a group, practicing with others in a less visible way. Some may become monastics or hermits, practicing quietly and without taking much direct responsibility for the practice of others. The choice of a path within being a priest will depend on circumstances, temperament, and dialogue with friends and teachers. Paths may change within the course of a lifetime of practice. The role of the teacher within this relationship can be that of mentor, spiritual friend, or traditional hierarchical teacher.



To me, this statement epitomizes a method of checking in with the Buddha’s precepts (guides to behavior), in an authentic but not rule-bound way, recognizing that nearly everything boils down to kindness and service. I would be content if, by its end, readers felt similarly about this book.



*Particularly in the aftermath of a violent attempt to block a legitimate election, overthrow an elected president, and place democracy’s head on the chopping block.
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The Four Noble Truths: Dukkha

BUDDHA’S FIRST TEACHING AFTER his enlightenment is referred to as the Four Noble Truths. According to legend, this occurred forty-nine days after his enlightenment, while the Buddha wrestled with his fears that what he had just learned might be too subtle or difficult for most people to understand.

While I was constructing this section, an old friend and Zen teacher, Paul Shippee, an early disciple of Suzuki and then Chogyam Trungpa, sent me a copy of The Feeling Buddha, a book by David Brazier, a British psychotherapist and Buddhist teacher.

The book was an engrossing revelation because the author identified, analyzed, and clarified what I have long suspected to be a misunderstanding of Buddha’s first teaching. Brazier’s knowledge of Sanskrit and Pali (the languages in which Buddha’s earliest talks were recorded) has aided his offering of clear and succinct guidance concerning the Buddha’s meaning.

As they are conventionally translated, the Four Noble Truths are arranged as a metaphor of a doctor diagnosing an illness, as follows:


The First Noble Truth: Dukkha—Suffering exists.
 (The illness is suffering.)

The Second Noble Truth: Samudaya—There is a cause of suffering.
 (The diagnosis is that desire is the germ causing the illness.)

The Third Noble Truth: Nirodha—There is an end of suffering.
 (The illness can be cured by extinguishing desire.)

The Fourth Noble Truth: Marga—Following the Eightfold Path ends suffering.
 (The curative prescription is to live an enlightened life, free from desire.)



I struggled with this analysis and presentation for years. It appears to be internally logical, but what does one do with it? Buddha himself once said, “I teach only dukkha and the elimination of dukkha,” and I could never fully grasp how the Four Noble Truths expressed that teaching. To state the obvious, Buddha did not speak in English, and one of David Brazier’s contributions was to parse the Buddha’s original utterances as if he were panning for gold, and he turned over some extremely valuable nuggets.

Dukkha is an ancient Pali word—the literary language in which the first and earliest expressions of Buddhism were recorded. These expressions were advanced as the actual words of the Buddha. Dukkha was initially translated by early Western scholars as “suffering,” a word with profound resonance for Christians (the faith of the early translators into English), but many scholars resisted this translation on the grounds that it did not accurately reflect the Buddha’s meaning. Dukkha accompanies everything that lives, certainly everything with a nervous system. I imagine it sometimes as a global wind filled with pepper. Brazier chooses the word affliction as a more accurate definition of dukkha. Some people prefer the word unease, others dis-ease; I am partial to affliction because it stresses something that happens to us for which we are not responsible.

An orthodoxy about this teaching evolved, which often made me uncomfortable. The first implication chafing me was the common assumption that the Buddha was primarily discussing mental suffering and not physical events, as if he were saying, “Being sick is not the problem. Fretting about being sick is the suffering.” It’s obvious to anyone who’s ever been ill that both are a problem.

More problematic for me was the implication that suffering is caused by craving (to my ear, a moralistic and Christian-tinged word). Consequently, if we end the craving, we end the suffering and live from that point on pain-free. That has always flown in the face of my own experience.

The suffering of the Buddha after enlightenment is a public part of the historical record—his painfully infected foot, his grief when his friend King Bimbisara was executed by his son, and his subsequent death from eating poisoned mushrooms. When I began my study of Buddhism, I was often propelled by the hope that if I could just achieve enlightenment, my life would be clear sailing from there on. Suffering would cease. I would float around in some blissful Buddhist Disneyland in nirvana. I know better today.

Buddha left a precise record of what he meant. In the text of his first recorded speech, the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutra (the First Turning of the Wheel), Buddha defined dukkha as follows:


This is the Noble Truth about dukkha: Birth, old age, sickness, death, grief, lamentation, pain, depression, and agitation are dukkha. Dukkha is being associated with what you do not like, being separated from what you do like, and not being able to get what you want. In short, the five aggregates* of grasping are dukkha.



If Buddha’s teaching was calibrated to destroy desire, what is the relationship between desire and dukkha? If the supposition is that suffering is caused by desire, then birth (included as dukkha by Buddha) had to have been previously desired. This appears to be an after-the-fact justification for a prior existence, supporting the contemporaneous Hindu belief in reincarnation, but I could never understand what it had to do with suffering.

When you read the Buddha’s actual words, it’s a relief to learn that he never said that. Enlightenment was certainly never going to end birth and death, and the belief that a soul (atman) body-hops from lifetime to lifetime is fraught with assumptions and difficulties. It is also at odds with the Buddha’s original teachings. Yet that has not slowed the rush of millions to achieve enlightenment because it is widely believed to be a panacea.

If enlightenment is supposed to end dukkha, it didn’t do so in Buddha’s case. He suffered and died after his enlightenment, so I must either believe that Buddha was wrong in his definition of dukkha or that his interpreters were. For my part, I cannot believe that previous translations of the Four Noble Truths reflect what Buddha intended to transmit to us.

Buddha’s teaching of “dependent origination” implies that nothing has a solitary, independent existence. Literally it means, “No this, no that.” No tree, no apple. No leaf, no tree. No sunlight, no leaf, no apple. No water, no tree, no leaf, no apple. It’s easy to understand that what we refer to as an “apple,” and consider to be a singular physical object, is composed of numerous non-apple parts. Furthermore, no matter how gingerly I might dissect an apple, I will never find any physical entity that represents its supposedly unique, singular, quality—the core of its “appleness.” This syllogism is equally true for our own existence. The self that we sense and feel is similarly supported, interdependent with and composed of nothing less than the world itself. (We will return to this in more depth later in the book.)

From this, it would appear that the assumption of a self (by any name—soul, spirit, or atman), or any supposedly independent identity traveling into the future without losing its unique identifying signs, is at odds with the Buddha’s teachings. I might be comforted by believing in reincarnation more than I do, but I don’t have to assert that it is any more true than Santa Claus. The truth is that we don’t need any theories of reincarnation to understand Buddha’s teachings. He did not speak much about reincarnation and, in fact, was very clear in expressing that there was no soul or self (annatā) tying us to rebirth.

I won’t dispute the subject of reincarnation and will leave that to others, but it is fair to say that Zen people don’t overthink the subject, preferring to concentrate on what’s occurring right here in this present moment where we are all on the green side of the grass in this very moment. Everything else is a belief, guess, hunch, or hope.

Nothing Buddha taught will save us from the consequences engendered by an earthquake, feeling physical pain if we are wounded, or grief if we lose a child or pet. If Buddha was speaking only of mental formations, why did he include birth, death, and illness in his definition of dukkha? Those are physical events. If dukkha can be eliminated, what do we make of death and birth? If we can’t escape dukkha, what does this mean for our lives and practice and our quest for enlightenment? Why study Buddhism?

As a preamble to this discussion let me offer that when we save someone from drowning, we do not eliminate water but instead save the victim from the effects of it. Similarly, the phrase “saved from all suffering” does not indicate that all suffering was destroyed. It can be logically restated as “saved from the effects of suffering.”

If we believe that enlightenment will catapult us across an imaginary fence into a Buddhist Disneyland synonymous with the Christian heaven or Islam’s paradise and float worry-free on clouds of bliss, it means that we have misinterpreted what the Buddha taught and could profit from investigating our own wishful thinking. The Buddha’s father, according to legend, tried to design a life for his son, giving him every advantage behind the palace walls and going to great lengths to see that he was protected from the pain of authentic unmoderated existence. The Buddha’s curiosity led him out into the world and revealed to him the truth that his privileged, sheltered life was not authentic. It was in the quest for his authenticity that Gautama (Buddha’s pre-awakened name) left his wife, child, and palace grounds to study.

Living in the jungle with fellow religious ascetics, he pushed himself to great extremes to deny the primacy of his body, hoping that might liberate his spirit. For six years he pushed himself so hard that one day he passed out in a ditch and lay dying of malnutrition. He was spotted by a young servant girl carrying an offering of rice and milk to her local temple. She spontaneously offered him the food she carried, which was intended as an offering for her temple.

The food and her spontaneous generosity revived the Buddha and revealed to him that his extremism and denial of his body was folly. Moved by her gesture, Buddha realized that his six years struggling with desire, attempting to create a life without dukkha, had failed. That path had led him to the doorway of death. Reenergized by the girl’s food and selfless act, he sat beneath the shelter of a Bodhi tree, vowing not to arise until he had achieved enlightenment.

Some time later, as the morning star was rising, the perceived distance between it and himself disappeared. He had pierced the fiction of a separate, permanent self, and he reached out and touched the Earth, asking it to be the witness to his enlightenment.

After his enlightenment, when Buddha returned to his five ascetic friends, he was not famous. He was not the Dalai Lama or Deepak Chopra; he was an ordinary man who had broken agreed upon rules, so his companions were cool toward him for indulging himself with the creamy rice the milkmaid offered. But as he approached them, they observed him and perceived immediately that he was a changed man, and they begged him to teach them. His very first teaching was the Four Noble Truths.

Buddha cautioned all who would listen against seeking childish, romanticized relief from our actual lives. The idea that a spiritual quest should be a search for some state or condition other than our lives is still often accepted by spiritual seekers as the legitimate goal of study and may have much to do with why, at the end of the day, so few people seem to find lasting relief from their varied spiritual pursuits.

David Brazier is shrewd in pointing out to us that Buddha described dukkha as a Noble Truth. He reminds us that the word noble means “dignified” and “worthy of respect.” True obviously means “real.” There is no need to escape or be ashamed of what is noble. Our infirmities and imperfections, our pains and discomforts are our real life. They do not indicate a lack of spiritual development. In fact, they are the building blocks of our development. The implications of the Four Noble Truths suggest that the first and second (samudaya) are the energetic fuel for keeping life active and in motion, and in spiritual terms, for driving that life toward the noble vision of saving all beings.
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In the thirteenth century, the great Buddhist master Dogen, who brought Zen from China to Japan, clarified the Buddha’s words this way:


The most important issue for Buddhists is how to get a completely clear appreciation of birth and death. Buddha (Enlightenment) exists within birth and death. So, birth and death (as a problem) vanish. Birth and Death (as reality) are Nirvana. If you see this you will not seek nirvana by trying to avoid birth and death. This is the way to be free from birth and death.*



In my immature understanding, I often considered my suffering to be my internal junkyard dog, vicious, unruly, and threatening my destruction if he wasn’t placated. Efforts to pacify that bullying dog led me into numerous distractions and bad outcomes: hard drugs, perpetual unease, illicit or careless sexual relationships, and disregard for the needs and suffering of others. The bars are full of such people, and impulsive searches for relief may manifest as addiction to gambling, incessant feuds, self-aggrandizement, obsessions with the smartphone, TikTok videos, tweeting all day, or compulsive shopping. All such flights inevitably debase our dignity and distract us from self-examination. They are the antithesis of being noble and dignified.

In our culture—particularly as it has overfed on superstition and the substitution of belief for fact—it is often subtly expressed that if we are having problems, somehow, it’s our fault. If we hadn’t eaten gluten, had only eaten more garlic and less dairy, been less stressed, slept more, had only practiced yoga, or imbibed ayahuasca and psilocybin we wouldn’t be in this fix. There’s often an implied judgment that when we suffer we are neurotic or spiritually undeveloped. John Wellwood refers to such nonsense as “spiritual bypassing” and reminds me of a time during the sixties when I barely restrained myself from strangling a young spiritualista blithely asserting that a Vietnamese peasant napalmed by our government while feeding her children was “only working off past karma.”

The truth is that affliction is part of reality. I struggled with hepatitis C for forty-odd years as the result of sharing syringes during a decade of heroin and cocaine use. I can’t catalogue the number of insistent suggestions about cures for this virus I received over the years—each expressed with unshakeable certainty—if I just tied red thread around my wrists or took coffee enemas or bought Dr. Nosebleed’s 7 Critical Supplements, dosed myself with the correct electronic frequencies, ate walnuts, or did liver purges, my affliction would disappear. Needless to say, it did not, and it was not until I was past seventy that modern science produced Gilead’s Harvoni, which cured me in twelve weeks, with no side-effects or recurrence. While I still favor herbs and supplements for daily health, I must observe that every friend I ever had who insisted on alternative-only treatments for grave diseases is dead.

Certainly judgment, anxiety, anger, jealousy, arrogance, and the like are dukkha. Buddhist philosophy labels them poisons (kleshas) because they not only poison our thoughts and our relationships with other people, but they also cloud our minds to the degree that we can no longer sense our original clarity and enlightenment. They are hypnotically absorbing, and the distinction that my personal experience has confirmed from Buddha’s first teaching is that we never totally rid ourselves of affliction, even after enlightenment. That is not bad news, however, because the other Noble Truths and zazen meditation teach us how to contain it and save ourselves from their consequences. Once we have the knack, by following the Eightfold Path (more on this later) we can model the life of a Buddha with our own—a life of dignity, calm, and helpfulness to others.

If enlightenment ended dukkha, the Buddha would not have died of food poisoning or Suzuki-roshi of gallbladder cancer. After fifty years of Zen practice and several “waking” experiences, I still struggle with restraining my family legacy of choleric temper, impulses that tend toward violence, and condemning others as stupid or venal when I disagree with them. I am replaying the behaviors I learned in my childhood home, where it was better to be a thief than to be stupid. It is clear to me today that the Buddha’s teaching of saving all beings described something other than eliminating suffering.

The idea that enlightenment will save us from all suffering raises false expectations because we cannot live permanently in an enlightened state. It will save us from the unnecessary suffering caused by fear, greed, and delusion. In the world of form and contradiction, enlightenment is a kingdom we can visit and remember that alters our worldview profoundly, alerting us to connections and relationships with everything from a different perspective. However, it’s important in this world of ceaseless change to understand that we’re not supposed to live there. Our spiritual practice should not be dedicated to substituting our idea of enlightenment for our everyday reality. Satori, or kensho or enlightenment, is a temporary stop. But it changes everything. We don’t have to travel far. Several inches of movement, if it takes us around a corner, affords us a radical change of perspective.

An important takeaway from the First Noble Truth is that we are not neurotic when we suffer affliction. This is a phenomenon that happens to everything with form—earth is eroded by water; mountains are shaped by windblown sand, raised by magma flow and eruption; the Universe, despite its patterns, is always involved with ceaseless change.

When our lives don’t correspond to how we imagine we are supposed to feel, we may feel ashamed and embarrassed by that and practice appearing unruffled and above the fray. Understanding dukkha as Noble Truth should put that self-criticism to rest. How can one remain ashamed of what is real? How can we feel ashamed of what is noble? Buddha chose his words carefully and explained quite clearly what dukkha meant.

It’s true that Buddhist practice leads to happiness, but that destination is not a happiness free of disturbances. We don’t achieve happiness by destroying dukkha but by finding our happiness within it. If I were dead, I wouldn’t feel anything. So even if I’m sick, I understand I’m alive, and, though suffering, still in contact with the mystery and beauty of the Universe.

For many years I suffered from wanting to be happy. I spent most of my time bemoaning the fact that I was not happy and cataloguing the symptoms of my sorrows. One day, I gave up caring whether I was happy. I began to relate to my emotional states as if they were internal weather—sometimes sunny, sometimes frigid or cloudy, and bingo, I realized I was happy most of the time.

Korean Zen master Kyong Ho lived in the latter part of the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth centuries. He alluded to a revelation something like this when he said:

Don’t ask for perfect health. That’s just greedy. Make medicine from the suffering and illness. Don’t hope to be without problems, that’s just laziness. Accept life’s difficulties, it’s your path to be free of obstacles. Without them, the fire of your enlightenment will go out. Find liberation within the disturbances themselves.

[image: ]

Where is this leading? Consider dukkha as energy. It could be likened to the gasoline required by an engine. If we ignite gasoline on the ground, it burns off or starts a conflagration. If we contain it within the limitations and structural rigidity of a gasoline engine, the energy is transformed into useful work. This is where Buddha is directing our attention.

But first we need to understand what the energy does.



*The five aggregates (skandhas) sum up the totality of a mental and physical existence without positing an ego. Traditionally they are Form, Feeling, Impulse, Sensation, and Consciousness. The idea of a self or soul can’t be identified with any one of these parts, nor can we describe a self as their sum. They are the subject of our mindful observation, and yet grasping them, trying to fix or hold on to them, is one aspect of suffering. We learn to live with the body, allowing it to be the body, allowing feelings to be feelings, understanding that all the wisdom of evolution is within us and learning how it communicates with us.

*From Shusogi (“Meaning of Enlightened Practice”), a document compiled after Dogen’s death by students hoping to offer a concise example of his teachings.
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The Four Noble Truths: Samudaya

THE SECOND NOBLE TRUTH, usually translated as “There is a cause of suffering” was expressed by Buddha as samudaya, which means “arising.” When we are in the world and are afflicted by desire, loss, or the like, feelings and impulses arise. We can’t help it. We can’t help dukkha, and we can’t help its initial consequence—samudaya. Both are spontaneous events. Someone cuts us off while driving, and anger or fear arise; we may flip them off before we even know what we’re doing. We see a sexually attractive person, a dangerous dog, a cute puppy and our responses arise automatically.

The conventional explanation of the Four Noble Truths says that desire is the cause of our suffering. When we fall ill, sickness is very clear. Our sinuses are stuffed, we have a fever, we have a headache. We think, “Oh god, I’m sick. I have so much to do today. I’m going to be unable to work for a week. How’ll I pick up the kids? My boss will be angry. This is going to be terrible.” Those mental processes are afflictions, but Buddha was very clear that he was including the physical symptoms as dukkha as well. He included birth, old age, sickness, death, and pain. He was not suggesting that all phenomena could be transformed by a change of mind.

When strong emotions arise in response to events, the fact that Buddha defined them as Noble Truths also informs us that they are natural and real. They are true (real), and they are noble, worthy of being respected. What arises are responses from the human spectrum. They are not “yours” or necessarily indicative of character and development. It’s not shameful or crazy to feel anger, shame, or lust. No feeling is crazy. What’s crazy is feeling something and not wanting to feel or admit it. All such feelings arise in response to dukkha, and being mindful and acknowledging them keeps us grounded in the raw ground of our humanity.

If we abandon shame, we can deal with our reality in a straightforward manner without obscuration or avoidance.

When we are angry, we have to acknowledge that anger is present, but we needn’t own it to the degree that we feel responsible for it. We don’t need to lash out or speak cruelly, or pretend that we’re not angry when we are, because we are just experiencing human nature. Similarly, when we see someone or something we’re attracted to, we don’t simply seize them or begin a pursuit. But neither do we pretend that we are not attracted to them. We don’t pretend that strong feelings are not working within us. We don’t deny or repress what we feel, but neither do we give free rein to self-indulgent behavior.

In the early sixties, running with an anarchist group called the Diggers, I used to wear a pin that read, “Do Your Thing.” Remembering that today, it’s a little horrifying to consider how wide a range of indulgent behavior that afforded me. Though I intended it as a reminder to stay authentic to my true feelings and intentions, because I had already defined myself as a “good guy,” I remained oblivious to the shadows I and every human being carry and unwittingly create. Our actual nature is not other than the full breadth, width, and depth of the energy of the Universe. From that perspective, it’s clear (or should be) how dangerous human beings can be when they do not monitor their inner lives.

When we lose something, we experience loss. When death snatches someone we love, it is not shameful to grieve. It is not evidence of being unenlightened or spiritually undeveloped. Such losses remind us of the insubstantiality and impermanence that make everything precious. This is why Buddhists often wear little skulls on their beaded malas, to remember impermanence. Everything is changing, everything is impermanent. The person we were yesterday is changed today. It’s a fundamental truth of reality. When we can come to terms with that, when we can come to terms with insubstantiality, with the impermanence of everything, we can experience grief and loss without being undone by it, because it too is impermanent.

Impermanence does not mean insignificant. Quite the opposite. Almost no one has particularly strong feelings about artificial flowers, because the flowers are not dying. It is their transcience that confers value to them, and every single thing on Earth, within its own time frame, is passing away just like flowers.

Clear-eyed recognition and appreciation of how natural this is, is what spurs us to empathize with and help others, or request help ourselves. If I feel helpless, why should it be a source of shame to request help? It’s samudaya. Something has arisen in response to dukkha. Why can’t I ask for help? Or why can’t I give it? I can’t speak for everyone and all instances, but in my own case, I was usually embarrassed at being (or perceived as being) unable to “handle things” or weak. David Brazier addresses that subject directly when he says, “The idea that an enlightened person is one without needs and feelings is one of the most dangerous of all the pitfalls that lie scattered along the spiritual path.”

I’ve spoken before, in other dharma talks, about John Wellwood and his term spiritual bypassing, which is a sort of camouflage behavior that some people assume when they are troubled. Their behavior is calibrated to signal that they have risen above such undeveloped feelings, are too spiritually evolved to wallow in the petty muck where you and I dwell. They would have us believe that they are too evolved to express grief, anxiety, or envy. Such behavior is a high-status behavior cloaked in spiritual drag. It is dishonest and harmful to the degree that it induces others to feel ashamed of their own feelings.

It is our personality orchestrating our normal responses to feelings, denying or revising them to present the best version of our idealized self to others. When we operate through that personality, instead of just being open and transparent to the world, expressing how we actually feel (which does not have to be expressed intemperately), we are actually being dishonest and refusing to share who we actually are with others because our behavior might threaten our carefully constructed and idealized image. I like to remind my students not to assume any “Buddhist persona”—any special personality different from their own, which they employ only when they are behaving as Buddhists.

At the point we discover that the self is not an organ or gland with any specific form, color, and location but is an awareness, we are balancing on the edge of absolute freedom. A self without fixed qualities and limits allows us to understand not only the insubstantiality of the self but that nothing in the realm of language can harm us. We have been defending a fiction. Furthermore, without any sort of internal armature other than the spine, qualities about ourselves we dislike or disapprove of can be remedied by practice.

We live in a very emotional country. Americans give free rein to their passions as opposed to, say, a culture like Japan. When we say, “I’m angry,” that is like saying the totality of myself is angry. Tibetans say, “Anger exists” or “There is anger,” because they do not extend the quality to their entire self-consciousness. Such an expression is less conclusive and absolute, less connected to an identity, so there is more room to negotiate.

When Tibetans say, “Anger is present,” there’s no “I” included. Anger is there but not dominating the sense of self. When we consider a fixed self and are troubled, rising emotions are bound to the self that has arisen within us to experience it. We lose sight of its impermanence and surrender to the fiction of a continuous narrative describing “The Adventures of Me.” Even aversion (pushing away) is merely another way of maintaining attachment as in the old Buddhist adage “The ground we fall down on is the ground we push against to rise.”

Common to all similar statements is a temporary blindness to our myriad connections to the Universe, which we habitually consider “outside” of us. Because both affliction and arising happen to everyone, since they are both Noble Truths (i.e., real and worthy of respect), perhaps the most interesting questions are Why are they worthy of respect? Whose respect?

If we are cold, we move closer to the fire or raise the thermostat. If we are too hot, we move farther away or take off a sweater. This is the manner in which arising serves us as a motive energy, keeping us and the Universe in motion and changing. Because arising is fundamental to the Universe, is the Universe itself, it is of course worthy of respect. It is no different from respecting a mountain or a wolf as emblematic of life itself. Once we have fully understood that nothing is permanent and that everything changes, it’s only a short step to understanding that every emanation of the Universe is a nonrepetitive occasion and that what has been generated is an inexplicable miracle.

If there were no affliction and arising there would be no spice or heat for the cook-pot, nothing to knock us off our game and afford us the opportunity to review and revise that game. It is why “navel gazing” is such an inappropriate misunderstanding of Buddhist practice, which always remains wide open to the energies of the Universe.

This arising extends and focuses the energy of dukkha behind curiosity, behind learning, and (pending our response) behind suffering. It is indivisible from the fabric of life, and recognizing that is recognizing their importance to us. That is a good temporary basis on which to build respect. So, too, is the understanding that everything has the same common denominator in the formless energy of the Universe—Buddha-nature.

In the early Brahmajala Sutta, reviewing sixty-two beliefs held by ascetics, including the belief that form and perception transcend death, Buddha marked them as “wrong views.” It’s an orthodoxy that enlightenment is going to free us from that cycle of rebirths, but what kind of religion states as its highest goal the eradication of life? It’s an orthodoxy, but is not really Buddha’s teachings. Buddha wants us to live well in this life. Who knows about other lives? Past lives? It’s all say-so.
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The Four Noble Truths: Nirodha

AFFLICTION (DUKKHA) AND ARISING (SAMUDAYA) lead directly to the Third Noble Truth, which is conventionally translated as “truth of the end of suffering” (which inflects to my ear like an advertising pitch). Often presented as “the destruction of desire,” that is not the manner in which the Buddha described it. For the Third Noble Truth, Buddha used the word nirodha. It does not mean “destruction” but is often translated as “cessation,” but not necessarily of desire. In modern Hindu, a language descended from Sanskrit plus local vernaculars, nirodha is a word for “condom.” The Buddha’s idea of containment was of a very specific order, and it would have been apprehensible to any village peasant where the custom was to contain fire by building a protective clay wall around the fire pit to prevent the flames from leaping out and incinerating the village. Buddha traditionally referred to the three poisons—greed, hatred, and delusion—in terms of fire. The fire contained by nirhoda is the energy generated by affliction (dukkha) and what arises (samudaya). I stress my gratitude again to Rev. David Brazier for supplying the image nirodha represents. Such a barrier would have been well known to people in the Buddha’s time, and, understanding its purpose, they would also have understood the fires of unruly emotions Buddha wanted us to contain. The method of containment is meditation, which is continued until a high confidence develops that whatever arises in the mind can be contained by the practitioner, and it is at that point that one can walk the Eightfold Path with confidence that one is modeling the Buddha’s life in our own.

Without discipline and restraint, affliction and arising can and often does send humans fleeing into self-destructive (and certainly undignified) escapes. Among the things we learn from the study and practice of Buddhism is that the “I” who wants to control everything, who wants to be always comfortable and happy and considers itself the most important thing on earth, is something we have assiduously empowered and transformed into an identity that we believe to be a separate existence, an isolated integer in the vast Universe—the most common delusion of humans.

If we wonder exactly what it is that we are containing, Buddha describes it as a thirst for either an object or a state relative to that object; either a thirst to possess or escape, to cleave to something pleasant, or to flee the unpleasant. It is the thirst to change our state, our life, to end illness or some condition we don’t like.

The prescription for containment is to immediately sever the feeling from the object that generated the emotion. If someone makes us angry, for instance, we are urged to sever that person from our thoughts as a cause and own the anger our mind generated. That allows us to investigate our response itself without either the distraction or confusion of continually referring outside ourselves, confusing the source that triggered that feeling as the cause of our own personal emotional response.

Practicing nirodha develops the confidence that we can contain our feelings and that they cannot harm us. Meditation demonstrates to us that our feelings are ephemeral and transitory, and, like them or not, they will arise and disappear from our mind screen to be replaced by something else. They do not exist as separate powers and forces outside of ourselves. Buttressed by our zazen posture and mindful attention to our awareness and breath, we learn to contain the energies of our inner life and prevent the destructive nature of negative thoughts and feelings and past traumas from compelling us into behavior we may regret.

The Buddha says that we don’t have to repudiate any feeling. We can take it as the subject of examination and not confuse the emotion with the person or events that caused it. There is a magnificent compassion released when we stop judging and begin considering our emotions as phenomena worthy of critical examination. So, the next question should be: Once we have accomplished this, what is the Buddha’s work?

Buddhist practice concentrates on using energy—transforming the chaos of dukkha and samudaya into constructive purposes—to help others and to model a noble and dignified life. Our passions resemble tidal engines, harnessing the restless oceanic energies of the Universe to generate positive actions. As we oscillate back and forth between pleasure and pain and states between, on some level, it’s all just energy, all oscillation and change. Those changing states are the raw fuel powering our engines to express the life and the large story of the Buddha in our own lives.

David Brazier, in his Feeling Buddha, puts it this way:


We capture our own inner fire to change the world. When we notice greed arising, we notice what it is directed toward. And we unhook it. Unhook the feeling from the object, and we work on the feeling. We conserve the energy for a higher purpose.



That’s what Buddhists vow to accomplish. We are not trying to make ourselves less than human, flesh vessels shorn of emotions and feelings we may not understand. We are not being urged to live lives of diminished feelings and emotions. We might think of it like burning garbage to generate electricity. If we are concentrating on feeling good all the time, we are self-centered and self-referential, not performing a spiritual practice at all. We are expressing greed in another manner. Because that’s at odds with the “things as it is”—the innate generosity of the Universe—it’s never successful in the long term.

It’s not necessary to remember any past life to practice Buddhism in this life. Rebirth is not a necessary prerequisite to understand the Four Noble Truths. Nirvana is not a metaphor for the peace of death or escaping this mortal coil. It is a practical term for a life in which the fire inside us is contained and an understanding of our innate freedom, which allows us, in the next moment, to drop our personal history and narratives, becomes something completely new and different. That is radical freedom. We don’t get frightened when the furnace goes on in our house or our car engine runs, because we know its power is contained. Our task is to commit the requisite discipline of nirodha to the force of habit.

Anger may rage in us, and we need to know it. But we don’t shoot somebody to express it. We can admit that “I’m experiencing anger” but don’t have to surrender to its demands or allow ourselves to be thrown off course. Examine it while we are in it. It won’t last forever. This is what banking the fire means—separating the emotion from the trigger, understanding the experience in ourselves and expanding our vocabulary—emotionally and physically—to become more skillful at understanding others as well. The only control of events available to us is our own intention. I can’t control your ignorance, virulence, or delusions. I can control it in myself. I can ensure that it does not pass my teeth or animate my body. I refuse to allow them to mobilize me physically to do harm to others.

The process of transforming what has afflicted and consequently arisen within us into an ethical, dignified life that is helpful to others—the life Buddha modeled for us—which is a grander, larger story than our own moment-to-moment pastiche, is the practice of harmonizing our personal life with the Universe itself, of which it is indissoluably composed, and this is the concern of the last of the Four Noble Truths.
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The Four Noble Truths: Marga, the Eightfold Path

THE FOURTH NOBLE TRUTH, marga, means “path” or “track.” It is the practice of living as a Buddha and expressing our lives as Buddha. It is the practice of living a life that others can observe and model if they choose, thereby transmitting the model from generation to generation until all beings have been saved from ignorance. The prescription for the “illness” is a path and set of practices that sustain an enlightened life.

The Eightfold Path is expressed as a list but describes a circle. Each of the steps are interdependent. This simultaneously expresses the description of an enlightened life designed from Buddha’s own enlightenment and in subtle ways expresses enlightenment itself.

Buddha modifies his description of each step on the Eightfold Path with the word Right. Right Understanding, Right Speech, Right Effort, and so on. The Buddha intended “right” to mean corresponding to the absolute truth of the Universe, but in English the word connotes the opposite of wrong and so might appear judgmental of other spiritual paths. For this reason my teacher substitutes the word Buddhist for “right,” to indicate that this is our way, not the only way. So, I follow Chikudo Lew Richmond’s practice of designating the actions in terms of Buddhist Understanding, Buddhist View, and so on—to mean that this is the way Buddhists understand things.

While studying this, I learned that some scholars trace the derivation of the Pali or Sanskrit word translated as “right” to a current flowing in the middle of a river, which I like. Along the shoreline of a river, back eddies can create interruptions to the river’s flow, which could be likened to self-defeating behavior in which internal conflicts create tension and disharmony. In the center of the stream, the water is lined up and moving without impediment. This notion of being harmoniously in union, and not being divided against oneself, is what we are seeking to emulate.

Most people, whether or not they’re aware of it, have a fundamental intention, a long-term, abiding intention operating in the background of their consciousness. It is often something they do with each breath—perhaps a competitive worldview, or an intention to stay out of trouble, or an impulse to be of use. In the case of dedicated Buddhist practitioners it often becomes a desire to mimic the Buddha’s intention to save all beings.

Buddha’s original disciples were very varied, what they possessed in common was this intention and their authentic response to its demands. They stepped aside from their personal preferences (ego) to let the power of the Universe (usually transmitted through intuitions) support and guide them. They learned to meditate. They learned not to fear powerful emotions but instead to harness them and use their energy to liberate others.

That’s what the final Noble Truth (marga)—the Eightfold Path—is about: a series of reminders and consultations with our our inner wisdom before speaking, acting, or working, checking in to ensure that the choice under consideration is in accord with the Buddha’s precepts. There are no Buddhist police or irrefutable authorities hiding in the bushes, tracking us to insist on any orthodoxy. Many who’ve gone before us have written insightfully about the Eightfold Path, and their writings will deepen your understanding (which is why I’ve provided the bibliography at the end of this book). Ultimately, however, it is we Buddhists who police ourselves.

Our first training is to identify our suffering, anxiety, and dissatisfactions; to identify our greediness, prejudices, and anger;* and to recognize that we are fully inhabited by the total human spectrum of emotional possibilities, not just the ones we approve of or consider worthy. Let me state one thing clearly here—Buddhist history is filled with vivid, colorful, outrageous, fully alive people. Courageous people. Some were murderers. Some were thieves, but inspired by the Buddha they transformed themselves into enlightened men and women, morphing their negative energies into powerful tools dedicated to serve the dharma. Any idea that such men and women employed enlightenment to transform others into repressed expressions of spiritual vanilla is foolish.

One of the towering figures in the story of Zen is an eighteenth-century master named Hakuin, of the Rinzai school. Hakuin was a cartoonist, author, and songwriter and applied every capacity he possessed to elucidate Zen teachings and make them accessible to everyday folk by expressing them in vernacular language. He had many kensho (enlightenment experiences) during his life, but what he referred to as his final enlightenment was understanding the critical importance of the Buddha’s Eightfold Path. He came to believe that following the Buddha’s precepts and forms of practice was enlightenment itself, not just a path to lead people there.

The Middle Path (between mortification of the flesh and indulgence) that Buddha discovered after his rescue by the servant girl who found him unconscious harnesses the energy of dukkha and samudaya (affliction and arising). Once contained, they can be transformed into noble and worthwhile human lives, transforming our brief residency in physical form on Earth into a vehicle that besides being helpful to others actually plants the seed for a more compassionate future. The Eightfold Path is the template for that achievement.

Based on the Buddha’s enlightenment, he explained the path as:


Buddhist View

Buddhist Thought

Buddhist Speech

Buddhist Action

Buddhist Livelihood

Buddhist Effort

Buddhist Mindfulness

Buddhist Samadhi




Each practice aids us in hewing to the measure of Buddha’s original model, chipping away and smoothing our own rough edges. Each title of the Eightfold path is also a mnemonic device to aid us in decision making and focusing our intention on the universal love and care of all beings. Though it’s described as a path, it is more literally a circle where each station connects to all the others. There is much discussion of the Eightfold Path available in Buddhist literature, and I’ve included
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