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Introduction

Welcome to Zen for Druids. This book is designed for students of either Zen or Druidry (or both) as well as anyone who is interested in following an earth-based tradition in mindfulness and with compassion. It is a further guide to my first book, Zen Druidry, which was an introduction through the Pagan Portals series with Moon Books. Please do read Zen Druidry first, as it gives the introduction, history and basics necessary to continue with this work.

In this text we will explore concepts found within Zen Buddhism and Druidry: where they meet, and where they work together to create a holistic living experience based in reverence for nature. It is our aim to live a fulfilled life, finding freedom from the constraints we often build around ourselves, and integrating our experiences in unity with mind, body and spirit.

We begin by looking at Druidry and the Dharma, examining the Three Treasures, the Four Noble Truths and the Five Noble Precepts in Zen Buddhism. We will look at the Wheel of the Year, ethics and the importance of an earth-based tradition in our modern world. We then work with the seasons in an in-depth manner that brings us into a mindful and integrated state devoted to the cycles of nature, the gods and the ancestors. We integrate the concepts of the Three Treasures, the Four Noble Truths, the Five Noble Precepts and more into our ethics and worldview. We will also study the self, the importance of meditation and of mindfulness.

What you put into this practice determines what you will get out of it. It will require daily meditation in a form that is suitable to you, as well as exercises to help you progress deeper into the heart of Zen Druidry. Keeping a journal is recommended, in order to record thoughts, emotions, set-backs and breakthroughs. Know that there isn’t necessarily a goal to be achieved in this practice other than an awareness of the self, and through that awareness a life that is more integrated with the natural world. Zen for Druids is not about self-improvement, but rather aimed at benefitting the whole through the actions of the self.

At the end of each chapter there will be things to think about or questions for you to answer. There isn’t necessarily a right or wrong answer to any of the questions, only the opportunity for personal knowledge to be gained through experience for future development. Remember that we are constantly learning, and using what we have gained from this text is only the beginning of the journey. It is up to you to walk it in steps filled with awareness and the blessings of life itself.

I mention the gods a couple of times, and those who are atheistic may disagree with my perception. However, a belief in the gods is not necessary to partake in this practice. You may still take on the lessons of this book without the belief in or the following of any particular deity. Indeed, in Buddhism there are no gods, only guides whose experience we may be able to learn from. Buddha was not a god. Simply skip material and questions relating to deity if you so wish; the choice is entirely yours to make.

Zen for Druids is a practical, down-to-earth approach to spirituality, philosophy and way of life. We will learn not only to go with the flow, but to be the flow itself.

Blessings on your journey.


Part One: Druidry and the Dharma

The dharma is the teaching of the Buddha, passed on for over two thousand years. It is divided into different categories, and here we will cover: the Three Treasures; the Four Noble Truths; the Five Noble Precepts; the Eightfold Path; and the 16 Bodhisattva Precepts in relation to Druidry. The dharma is offered to all, regardless of background, age, ability and so on. The Buddha transmitted the dharma to his disciples in the hope that he could help ease their suffering: the shared condition of human existence that we all experience. This suffering is known as dukkha. For the purposes of these lessons we will use the term suffering, so as not to confuse you with an unfamiliar language.

Suffering is experienced in many different forms. It can be feelings of discomfort, physical pain, dissatisfaction, desire, greed, restlessness, boredom and so on. So much of our lives are filled with suffering, because we are simply not in the present moment. Thankfully, there are ways to move through suffering.

Within Druidry, we see the sacredness of all things as paramount to the tradition. The wasp is just as sacred as the bee, the cat just as sacred as the leopard, the gorilla just as sacred as the human, the blade of grass just as sacred as the oak. When we recognise the sanctity of all things, our perceptions change. We become more aware of what it is that we are doing at any given moment, because we are living in the present moment. If we are living in the past or lost in the future it is difficult to act accordingly and with respect, honouring the sanctity of the natural world around us. This awareness is much like mindfulness within Buddhism (more on that later). Being awake and aware to all life around us and seeing ourselves as part of a whole helps to alleviate suffering on so many levels.

Let us take a look at the dharma and see how it corresponds to Druidry.


Chapter One

The Three Treasures

The Three Treasures (sometimes called the Three Jewels) are what all Buddhists can take refuge in, in order to alleviate suffering. They are:


•  That everyone has a Buddha nature: taking refuge in the Buddha

•  The dharma reflects ultimate truth: taking refuge in the dharma

•  There is a community (known as sangha in Buddhism): taking refuge in the community



In today’s society, we often take refuge in that which causes us harm: drugs; alcohol; high-fat foods and so on. We take refuge in violent or mind-numbing television shows. We may even take refuge in abusive relationships. All of these do not help to alleviate suffering, but only increase suffering. We need to reevaluate what it is that we take refuge in. Let us look at the Three Treasures that Buddhists take refuge in, and see how they are reflected in modern Druidry.

Taking refuge in the Buddha: Everyone has a Buddha nature

In this teaching, we see that everyone has the essence of the Buddha within them. This means that everyone can achieve enlightenment. When we recognise the Buddha nature of a stranger, for example, our behaviour and attitude towards them will shift. We will act with more compassion, because we see that which is in ourselves, our own Buddha nature, is also within them. Within Druidry, as mentioned above, the sanctity of all nature is at the heart of its teachings. There is no hierarchy within Druidry; we are aware that we are a part of an ecosystem, part of a planet, part of the universe and part of the whole. Through the wonders of science, we know that we contain star stuff within our blood and bones. When we realise that we are made up of so many different elements, non-human elements, we are able to recognise the greater pattern that makes up life, and our part within it as a strand of the web of creation. We have rivers and oceans within us, for we drink water every day. We have the sun within us, in the food that we eat, the light upon our skin. We realise that the illusion of separation is just that: an illusion. When the boundaries of this illusory divide fall away, we can become fully integrated into the world around us. There is no human and nature, there is only nature.

There is a Zen story that states: ‘If you see Buddha on the road, kill him!’ This means that anything that we conceive as being external to ourselves is only an illusion, for the Buddha is within. The Buddha is our potential to live our lives in our own perfect truth, awake and aware to life all around us, fully participating in life rather than being passengers on the journey. By recognising our own Buddha nature, we see it in others. The sanctity of life and all creation directs us to live our lives accordingly.

Buddha was/is a great teacher. He exists today as he existed thousands of years ago. He is an inspiration to all who honour the Buddhist tradition. In the Buddha we are inspired to great healing, great peace. We can honour our teachers from all traditions that speak to our soul. In Druidry, we work with the ancestors: ancestors of blood, ancestors of place and ancestors of tradition. Buddha can be a great ancestor of tradition – so can the Dalai Lama, or Zen Buddhist monk and activist Thich Nhat Hanh just as much as Taliesin, Boudicca or modern-day writers and Druids such as Emma Restall Orr or Philip Carr-Gomm.

Taking refuge in the dharma: The dharma reflects ultimate truth

Truth is a tricky word in modern-day society. Yet it is central to both Buddhist and Druid teachings. In Buddhism, we drop the illusion of separateness; we step beyond suffering created by duality and merge into our own truth. Within modern Druidry, there is a saying: ‘The truth against the world’. The truth is our own self, our true self, without the conditions and restrictions placed upon it by the ego and others. This self works in the world to create peace and harmony, for it is at peace and harmony. The world is that which tries to impose illusions of duality or conditions of existence upon us. We are told that we need this or that in order to be happy. We are told what to eat, wear, what car to drive. We are told that we are superior to others, human and non-human. We often believe that we will be happy in the future, as we set a condition upon our lives for our own happiness. When we drop these conditions and really pay attention to life, we find out what we really need in order to have peace and happiness. When we follow our own nature and listen to the truth within, we are able to find our place in the world. We are better able to hear our own soul’s truth, and that is the truth against the world. We find wisdom in the teachings, in the dharma, and we know that through experience of the teachings we can understand the truth for ourselves. Within Zen Druidry we realise that there is no monopoly on wisdom. By combining the teachings of both Druidry and Zen Buddhism each are complemented and enhanced.

Taking refuge in the dharma, we recognise for ourselves that the real cause of suffering stems from within, as does the real cause of joy and peace. Taking refuge in the teachings of Druidry, we learn about integration with the world, and how to live our lives as a reflection of our love and devotion to the natural world around us. Both lead us to living lives fully awake and aware, lives that are filled with responsibility towards everything that exists on our planet. It guides us to live in harmony and in peace, mindful of sustainability and honour.

Taking refuge in the community: There is a community

In Buddhism, the community (known as the sangha) is there for one to take refuge in, providing support through shared ideals and goals. They are fellow Buddhists, people you meditate with, perhaps even a monastic community. They are like-minded people, on the path to enlightenment, trying to ease suffering. They are people who can help you on the path, and people that may come to you for help.

This community has been taken further in modern Buddhism to incorporate the planet, seeing and knowing that the earth is our home, our community, and therefore we must take better care of it. Within Druidry, the community is our environment. Not just the land upon which we live but our homes, our workplaces, the Druid community: everything that we are working with in the world. Druidry knows that life is all inter-connected, that we are all parts of a whole. Ecosystems function because everything knows its place in the wider context, fulfilling its role (living its truth) and thereby contributing to the benefit of the whole. We support the community and the community supports us. We can take refuge in this community, knowing on the most basic level that we are all in this together. It engenders a deep respect for the community, for the whole.

There is a Druid community throughout the world, as there is a Buddhist community. It may be difficult to find other Druids in your particular area, however, there are groups and groves, festivals and camps, Orders and organisations you can join in order to connect with other people following the Druid path, to find support in a community, or to support others within the community in a Druid context. Druidry also recognises the community as a whole, on this little rock we call planet Earth, hurtling through time and space.

Questions:


•  What is it that you currently take refuge in? Does it cause further suffering? If so, what can you do to change?

•  Think about the concept of everyone having a Buddha nature, or seeing the sacredness of all things. In Druidry and in Animism there is no division, no one thing being holier or more sacred than another. Everything is simply a part of an ecosystem, part of a whole. Where do you place any dividing line within your own life? Is a grain of sand less sacred than a desert? A drop of water to a lake?

•  What is truth? What do you feel to be your personal truth? Stripped away of ego and conditions, what would your true self feel like?

•  Look at the community of which you are a part. Is that community supportive? Do you support it? Look beyond the human realm of community, and explore the non-human community in your local environment, and in the wider world. Do you have a sense of that community?




Chapter Two

The Four Noble Truths

The Four Noble Truths really are the core of the dharma, the teachings. They are:


1.  There is suffering (dukkha)

2.  Suffering is caused by desire/attachment/grasping

3.  Suffering can be alleviated

4.  The path to the cessation of suffering can be found in the Middle Way, through the Eightfold Path



The term suffering can often seem a bit depressing, especially when the first noble truth simply states that there is suffering and nothing more. However, when we read on through the subsequent noble truths, we realise that even though there is suffering, we can work through it towards a path of liberation from suffering. We have a very real choice in our lives as to what to do with suffering, both our own suffering and that of others. We have a very real choice to live our lives, to really live, awake and aware.

In Druidry, we see the inter-connectedness of all things reflected in our environment, in the natural world around us. Druidry embraces the dark and the light, life and death, suffering and ease without the need for viewing them as opposing forces. Nature is neither good nor bad, nature is simply nature. Without the restrictions and boundaries placed by a dualistic view of existence, we find a deeper, better way to integrate and work in the world based on the inspiration that can be found by looking into the cycles of life all around us. Integrating this with a Zen Buddhist approach can be a real eye-opener, so let’s look at each noble truth in turn and how it can be a part of a Zen Druid approach to living.

There is suffering

Just as there is great peace, joy and happiness in life there is also suffering. Humans can allow suffering to override much of the peace, joy and happiness and so the first thing to do is to come to terms with the very simple fact that there is suffering. When we open our eyes to suffering, we no longer hide from it or avoid it, we simply acknowledge the presence of suffering and in doing so, can move forwards. Suffering is a shared human condition, which can open our eyes to compassion.

A good way to begin to deal with suffering is to simply say, ‘There is suffering,’ as opposed to, ‘I am suffering.’ In doing so, we acknowledge not only our suffering but also the suffering that exists all around us. We become less self-centred, less self-obsessed and better able to work in the world for the greater benefit of all, as opposed to our own benefit. Within an ecosystem, we see how beings live and work together to create a sustainable environment that benefits the whole, in symbiosis if you will. The greater the functioning that is the whole, the better off each individual being will be. Plants photosynthesise, using energy to grow, create new forms of life, fulfilling their needs without screwing up the planet and doing it so much more efficiently than we humans have ever done. If only we could do the same! Druidry looks to nature to find inspiration, and when we see the co-operation necessary in order to survive, we understand better the simple fact that we need to be less driven by our egos and focus more of our intention on the whole. By working with suffering from a less self-centred viewpoint, we begin on our journey towards healing of the whole and a life of peace.

Suffering is caused by desire/attachment

Desire is a tricky word that has many connotations in today’s society. In Zen Buddhism, desire is the wish to have things that we do not have, or to be dissatisfied with what we have and with life at this present moment. It is thinking that life would be better if we had this or that, dwelling in the past or future, desiring things (or people) to be other than what they are. Acceptance is a key word when considering the nature of desire. This is not a passive acceptance of the way things are; it is not ‘giving up’ because things are the way they are and there is nothing we can do to change them. We can work in the world to create the world we would like to live in, working with acceptance in the form of compassion. Compassion is working with kindness towards an understanding of the whole, widening our viewpoint beyond our sense of self and opening our
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