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All living beings, whether they know it or not, are following this Path.

—THE BUDDHA, WHITE LOTUS SUTRA

Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery; none but ourselves can free our minds.

—BOB MARLEY, “REDEMPTION SONG”

An artist has got to be careful never really to arrive at a place when he thinks he’s at somewhere. You always have to realize that you’re constantly in a state of becoming. As long as you can stay in that realm, you’ll sort of be all right.

—BOB DYLAN, IN MARTIN SCORSESE’S DOCUMENTARY No Direction Home, Part 2, 2005
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one
Buddha Rising
A 2,500-Year-Old Idea That’s More Relevant Than Ever
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You can’t ever get everything you want. It is impossible and you will never fully succeed. Luckily, there is another option; you can learn to control your mind, to stop outside of this endless cycle of desire and aversion. You can learn not to want what you want, to recognize desires but not be controlled by them.

—THE BUDDHA

The fundamental teachings of Gautama, as it is now being made plain to us by study of original sources, is clear and simple and in the closest harmony with modern ideas. It is beyond all disputes the achievement of one of the most penetrating intelligences the world has ever known.

—H. G. WELLS, IN Outline of History



The man who taught me the most about Buddhism wasn’t a monk with a shaved head in saffron robes. He didn’t speak in Sanskrit code, and he didn’t live in a Himalayan monastery. In fact, he wasn’t even a Buddhist.

He was Carl Taylor, a lifelong San Franciscan who looked to be in his late 40s. At the moment he just looked cold, sitting upright in a bed rolled into the gardens off the hospice ward at Laguna Honda Hospital near San Francisco’s Twin Peaks. It was a high blue-sky summer afternoon, but in this city that often means a bone-penetrating chill. Carl was dying of cancer.

I was spending a week with the Zen Hospice Project, a group of Buddhist volunteers who assist the staff of the 24-bed hospice unit at this, one of the largest public long-term-care facilities in the United States. The project, now emulated around the world, uses two of Buddhism’s central teachings—awareness of the present moment and compassion for others—as tools to help bring a degree of dignity and humanity to those in the last stages of their lives. They’re not easy lessons to learn.

I sat beside Carl, helping adjust the well-worn flight jacket he used as a blanket. He wore his terminal diagnosis with resigned bravado. I tried to make small talk, but it was going terribly. What words of solace can you offer someone who doesn’t have long to live and knows it?

“So what kind of work do, er, did you do?”

Long silence. Slow drag on his cigarette. An eternity passed as we watched a white tuft of cloud break the blue monotony and move across the sky.

“I don’t really talk about my past.”

Okay. Squirming to keep the conversation moving forward, I mentally scrolled through my list of questions. But if I couldn’t ask about the past and there was no sense in asking about the future, that left only the present. And in the present, I was learning, there are no questions; there is just being. This made me feel awkward at first: Stripped of his questions, the journalist has no identity.

But Carl seemed content to have me just sit there, my company alone helping to ease some of his suffering. Once I accepted that I had nothing to do, nowhere to go and, perhaps most important, no one to be, I relaxed. Carl glanced sideways at me and smiled. We both understood I had just learned a small lesson. Together we watched another cloud go by.

That week I learned other lessons from the Buddhism 101 syllabus—lessons about the impermanence of life, about our attachment to the way we want things to be and the disappointment that comes when those things don’t come to pass, about physical and mental suffering, about the value of what Buddhists call Sangha, which best translates to community. But most of all I saw how the lessons one man learned in India 2,500 years ago have been updated and adapted to the modern world.

Around the globe today there is a new Buddhism. Its philosophies and practices are being applied to augment mental- and physical-health therapies and to advance political and environmental reforms. Athletes use it to sharpen their game. Through it, corporate executives learn to handle stress better. Police arm themselves with it to defuse volatile situations. Chronic pain sufferers apply it as a coping salve. Because its teachings have such contemporary relevance, Buddhism is now experiencing a renaissance—even in countries like India, where it had nearly vanished, and China, where it had been suppressed.

Buddhism is no longer just for monks or Westerners with disposable time and income to dabble in things Eastern. Christians and Jews practice it. African Americans meditate alongside Japanese Americans. In the United States alone, the number of self-declared Buddhists jumped from 400,000 in 1990 to more than 3 million by 2001, James Coleman, a sociologist at California Polytechnic State University, writes in The New Buddhism. And according to a 2004 study published in the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, one in eight Americans—more than 37 million—believe that Buddhist teachings have had an important influence on their spirituality.

The Zen Hospice Project is one example of “socially engaged Buddhism,” a term coined by the Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, who was exiled from Vietnam in the 1960s for his nonviolent antiwar activities. Still “engaged” at the age of 79, he traveled in his native country for three months in 2005—the 30th anniversary of the Communist Party takeover of Vietnam—spreading Buddhist teachings where he had once been a pariah.

In southern France, at his Plum Village retreat center, he regularly hosts, among other groups, Palestinians and Israelis in workshops on conflict resolution and peace negotiation. Such sessions often begin with animosity, Rev. Hanh told me, and just as often they end with embraces.

“It all starts with a spin on an old adage: ‘Don’t just do something, sit there,’ ” he said in a wisp of a voice. A rail-thin man with large ears and deep-set eyes, Rev. Hanh was sitting on the porch of his cottage overlooking verdant Bordeaux vineyards. It seemed incongruous to be talking in the heart of a region that attracts worshippers of Bacchus, not the Buddha. “With all this socially engaged work, first you must learn what the Buddha learned, to still the mind. Then you don’t take action; action takes you.”
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Indeed, action had taken me on an expedition of epic proportions, an ambitious and at times arduous journey in search of mankind’s most endangered—and elusive—prey. I circumnavigated the globe in pursuit of nothing less than truth, meaning and happiness. I tracked a man almost half a billion people today firmly believe found all three—and then some. Then I navigated this man’s legacy, charting the migration and mutation over two millennia of the rather simple tactics he developed for capturing this quarry.

He has gone by many names—Tathagata, Sakyamuni, Siddhartha Gautama—but is most recognized by the form of address that honors his wisdom: the Buddha, “the awakened one.”

Though his philosophy gave rise to a religion long practiced throughout Asia and, over the last century, in pockets of the West as well, my quest was not of a religious nature. Nor, I now believe after studying his life, was the Buddha’s. He—like me, like you, like anyone who thinks, feels, emotes—simply wanted answers to questions that are of such a universal nature that they transcend the isms and cut to the soul of what it means to be human. Questions that plague, taunt, challenge, befuddle, frustrate, inspire and drive people on from approximately the moment they are weaned.

“Who am I?”

“Why am I here?”

“What is this whole thing called life?”

And the biggie: “How can I make it to the weekend with a little less suffering and a little more happiness?”

Truth. Meaning. Happiness.

I was questioning all three—and quickly coming to what seemed in my mind to be the very plausible conclusion that none of the three existed—when the Buddha appeared to me in the form of the juiciest assignment of my life. And none too soon.

National Geographic magazine accepted my proposal to write a major feature vaguely entitled “In the Footsteps of the Buddha.” Keeping my ego in check, I learned that I got the assignment because one of the magazine’s ace photographers, Steve McCurry (he shot the famous profile of the angry green-eyed Afghani girl), already had a running start with images of Buddhist monks and statues largely from throughout Asia. They advanced me a hefty expense budget, issued me a round-the-world unlimited-stops business-class plane ticket and shot me up with all variety of vaccinations while I shot myself up with typical journalist’s fantasies of cover stories and Larry King appearances. “See you in ten weeks,” they said. I parlayed that 10 into 10 more, plus a little more travel money and, eventually, the book you hold in your hand. But what I really got back was much bigger—nothing near enlightenment but a cosmic bailout for sure.

I organized the expedition with the chronology of Buddhism in mind. From the Buddha’s birthplace at the border of India and Nepal, I would follow his path in India. Then I would track the teachings’ passage, first to Sri Lanka, and then through both Southeast Asia and the Himalaya Mountains to China and Japan, eventually on to Europe and the Americas. In effect, I would circumambulate the globe, in the same manner that Buddhists circle sacred sites or temples three times. My angle was to report on the worldwide engaged Buddhism movement, about which I thought I knew something but which turns out to be much more widespread than I imagined. In Engaged Buddhism in the West, Christopher S. Queen, a Harvard lecturer on religions, defines socially engaged Buddhism quite simply: It is “the application of the dharma, or Buddhist teachings, to the resolution of social problems.” Spearheaded by an international interconnected web of nonprofits and NGOs—from the Buddhist Peace Fellowship (BPF), in Berkeley, California, to the International Network of Engaged Buddhists (INEB), based in Bangkok; from the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, in Northampton, Massachusetts, to the Greyston Foundation in Yonkers, New York; from Zen Peacemakers in Montague, Massachusetts, to Thich Nhat Hahn’s Community of Mindful Living, with branches throughout the world—Buddhist practitioners were coming out of the monasteries, literally and figuratively. Establishing AIDS/HIV treatment centers in Cambodia, participating in peaceful protests against executions at San Quentin State Prison north of San Francisco, launching prison reform initiatives in India, counseling young teens at pregnancy centers in Thailand, and more, monks and lay people were actively trying to lessen suffering in the world.

And I would get to cover it all.

For even a dabbler such as I would have described myself, getting the green light on the assignment was like winning the trifecta of Buddhism. I would gain multiple levels of “merit,” highly desirable chips redeemable in this lifetime or the next. My work would be what Buddhists call “right livelihood,” meaning not only was my job not harming other sentient beings but also my writing subject might benefit mankind and the environment. I would get to interview some of Buddhism’s leading thinkers and practitioners, meaning every day would be like auditing a course entitled “Ultimate Dharma Talks.” I would get to stand in places where the Buddha stood, sit in caves where he sat, walk across rice fields where he traveled—just to visit these sites, the Buddha told his followers, was to gain merit and insight. Plus, I was getting paid to do it, I would see my byline in one of the world’s most recognized magazines, and hopefully I’d be elevated to the A list of Interesting Dinner Guests on the small island where I live. Could love and enlightenment be far behind?
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On a personal level, the timing was excellent. Things were falling into place. Finally. It felt as though someone had suddenly sprinkled magic dust on me, and its effect was to reverse the slippery slide my life had taken. What I didn’t know at the time was that things would get even better. For a while. Then they would, well, change. And change again.

To understand the full epic-ness of this expedition, we have to go back to …

July 2003, the shag-carpeted floor of my mother’s New Jersey living room, my back in a spasm, my mother hovering over me. Zero latitude, zero longitude of my life. It is one year since my father’s death and it is just catching up how much I miss the man I spent so much time pushing away. I had come home for the unveiling, the Jewish tradition of visiting the gravesite one year after interment. I am, for all intents, homeless, temporarily living in corporate housing in the Valley, L.A.’s waiting room for has-beens, wannabes, and never-will-bes. The woman I am dating had nicknamed me Mr. Turtle; I could fit all my worldly possessions on the West Coast in my Subaru Forester, and often did. That same girlfriend, whose very L.A. lifestyle I would never to be able to afford, which she herself can’t afford, has put me out after discovering some improprieties I am too embarrassed to repeat even to myself.

My so-called career is being flushed down the toilet bowl. Two ghostwriting projects I had relocated to California for have fizzled. The New York Times, to which I had been contributing since 1986, lately has rejected every story idea I’ve proposed. It’s been months since my last significant writing work. I have put my life on credit cards while waiting for this Grail of a Geographic assignment to come through. But I am losing hope. The thought that the attempt has been an exercise in self-delusion leaves me free-falling into oblivion, not to mention literary obscurity. One of my mother’s lines keeps coming back like an errant mantra: “Perry, you don’t have a pot to piss in.”

And now this. I am writhing on the floor, eating shag carpeting. Minutes before I had bent over in an awkward maneuver—riding a bicycle, I had stopped to lean over and pick up a turtle that was waddling across the street—and experienced what felt like a drum roll ripple down the left side of my lower back. My back completely gave out; the left side crumbled like a graham cracker and I could not stand. Somehow I got myself back to my mother’s a few blocks away and now I am collapsed on the floor. The irony does not escape me that trying to save my namesake, a turtle, has caused my current predicament.

No position is comfortable. I know the feeling well. This is the third “back event” in two years that has left me so debilitated I had to lie in bed for 10 days, dosed to the legal limit on Advil, left to crawl to the bathroom because I could not stand. And did I mention the pain and suffering!? I immediately recognize the severity of the situation and in my mind am already canceling the flight I had booked back to L.A. for the next day, intending to give my West Coast life one more shot. I am imagining days laid up in a suspended hell realm called New Jersey, albeit a shag-carpeted hell realm.

My mother is sitting there nagging me with her shouldas. “You shoulda packed last night. You shoulda been more careful. Why do always put everything off to the last minute?” It’s a fast track to her critique of my entire life, predictably ending with the “pot to piss in” punch line.

My back had snapped. Now my mind snaps. She becomes the evil enemy, and, in a Darwinian act of self preservation, I completely shut down emotionally—to her, to myself, to the reality of the desperate depths to which I have now literally fallen.

The physical reality is that I have what has been diagnosed as a degenerative disk. On top of a mild case of scoliosis, now I have developing bone spurs. My last X-ray clearly showed the first two tiers of what looks like a Chinese pagoda being built between two lumbars of my lower back. Soon it will be a place of worship; chiropractors will come from near and far to marvel at its construction. But it does not take a crafty writer ever on the lookout for a good metaphor to see the situation for what it is: a metaphor. I can’t support myself. I have no infrastructure. My life is crumbling. I can’t even stand to piss in the pot I don’t have. Over the next week and a half, days lived in a fog of denial, Advil and humiliating crawls to the bathroom, the double-headed monster residing within me—the dark humorist and the eternal optimist—rears its ugly heads and intones, “There’s nowhere to go from here but up.”

I returned to L.A. with a commitment to my own reparations act: to repair my back and rewrite the metaphor. I went to a Santa Monica nutritionist, a former bodybuilder who convinced me first to change my diet before I try to correct my structural issues. His hallway full of signed celebrity publicity shots smiled down on me—I swear the one of Xavier Cugat actually laughed at me—and followed me as I left his office with fat-burning pills, a high-protein/low-carb daily menu and guidelines to drink as many ounces of water a day as my body weight, along with the strong recommendation not to wander too far from a toilet. Through the next weeks he would e-mail me such New Age inspirational gibberish as “P.S. Stay zoned in on the ownership of your highest level of expertise. Acknowledge that you are the essence of that experience.”

But I was made privy to a more relevant mantra that would follow me around the world, like my own private Jiminy Cricket. Come close and, breaking the privacy rules of the Cult of Rehab, I will whisper it: “Core-trunk stabilization.” This regime of simple floor exercises, designed to strengthen the muscles surrounding the whole pelvic region, were demonstrated by a physical therapist in Encino, one of those look-alike towns along Ventura Boulevard in the Valley. Core-trunk stabilization kept me in the vertical position for the duration of my travels and does to this day. Every time I did the exercises—on the bare floor of some very funky hotel in India, on the richly carpeted floor of the Four Seasons George V in Paris—I thought of that Encino therapist stuck in a strip mall upstairs from a Pep Boys and a Taco Bell, and I sent her lotuses of gratitude.

The Buddha must have been watching me try to take care of myself because about six weeks later a National Geographic editor called announcing that I got the assignment to write the piece. My first thought was not whether I could handle the logistical nightmare of setting up interviews in eight countries according to a schedule I had not yet created; of calling, e-mailing and leveraging every contact I had established over the last 30 years in this field; of reading everything I could get my hands on about the engaged Buddhism movement. No, it was “Would my back hold up schlepping luggage across airport terminals, on trains and buses, sleeping in beds of questionable structural integrity?” The resounding answer I talked myself into believing: “It can’t not!” (I could almost hear my back sigh in relief upon receiving my business-class air ticket in the mail.) Luckily, I would have a helping hand with luggage, logistics and language in each country through the services of in-country cultural liaisons—their Geographic code name is “fixers”—who work with visiting writers and photographers on assignment for the publication. Implicit in that nickname is that they fix what we uncouth Westerners break—whether it’s cultural mores, social faux pas, hotel minibar rules—or arrange for visas when they are impossible to get, hotel rooms when they are unavailable or access to important people otherwise indisposed. I wondered if their portfolios included fixing broken backs.

It was then that I was sprinkled with the magic dust. And just about the same time I also discovered the sound track to the movie that my life would become for the next year. You will not guess the song, I assure you. I myself would not have guessed in 10,000 lifetimes. I would have thought some Dylan song (“How does it feeeeel/To be on your oooooown?”) But in fact it’s a song called “Lose Yourself,” by the rap singer Eminem, about whom I had known only that he was white, from Detroit and controversial for some antigay lyrics in one of his songs. I also knew “Lose Yourself” was the hit track from the film 8 Mile, in which Eminem starred as a character identical to himself. I saw the film mostly out of curiosity. I walked out of the theater and went directly to a Tower Records and bought the CD.

I hate most of rap and hip-hop music. It’s all so violent, so male testosterone driven, so misogynistic. “Bitch this,” “motha fucka that,” “my gang can beat up your gang” kind of stuff.

But this song was different. In this story of a loser rap singer who steels himself for a comeback, to redeem his honor, the lyrics reveal an insecure and vulnerable man, at the bottom of the barrel, a complete contradiction to the machismo image most rappers try to cultivate. The opening sets it off immediately from the rest of this genre: a haunting piano solos for eight measures, delicately establishing a riff that permeates the tune. Then a guitar chops off chords in double time with dangerous urgency. Eminem quietly speaks, asking what you would do if you had just one chance to achieve all your goals. Would you seize that opportunity? Or blow it?

Was he speaking directly to me, or was I suffering from an extreme case of Buddha Narcissism, in which everything that happened to, around or within earshot of me contained a tangential reference to some Buddhist ideology? Or was he speaking to everyone at the end of their rope? And the hook:


You better lose yourself in the music, the moment …



His tagline whispered into my ears:


You can do anything you set your mind to, man.



I played the cut throughout my workouts, while I was writing, on my evening constitutionals, idling in traffic on the 101 or the 405—and any other time I needed a dose of belief in myself. At first I listened purely for the motivation—I can do anything I set my mind to. But then the lyrics began to speak to me from another place. Though I highly doubt Eminem would know a bodhisattva from a bodacious babe, I detected an underlying Buddhist theme. By losing himself in the moment, that is by being present in the moment, he finds himself. If he focuses his mind, he can achieve anything. It sounded to me like the Buddhist practice of mindfulness, paying close attention to the moment.

I knew I’d let too many opportunities pass me by. I knew that my time was almost up, that a man in his 50s is on the downward-sloping side of the roller coaster and that success was my only option.


You can do anything you set your mind to, man.



Those last words, in the low tone of a man trying to sell himself to himself, became my other mantra.

I was ready to take my shot.
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There were more forces at work here than my personal predicament, and the rest of the “hill-of-beans-in-this-crazy-world” monologue. It was my good fortune and timing to get this assignment when a wave of interest in Buddhism was cresting worldwide. In the last decades of the 20th century, Buddhism was booming and, I conjecture, will be booming well into the new millennium. A few facts I collected:


	In 1987, there were 429 Buddhist centers in North America. By the end of the 20th century, the number had grown 260 percent, to 1,062 centers, reports Dr. Coleman in The New Buddhism.

	There were about 400,000 declared Buddhists in the United States in 1990. In 2001, that number was estimated to jump to as high as 3 million, according to a study conducted by sociologist Barry Kosmin, when he was at City University of New York.

	In a 2004 study, published in the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, sociologists Wendy Cage and Robert Wuthrow found that one in eight Americans believes Buddhist teachings or practices have had an important influence on his or her spirituality.



On a more anecdotal level, the Buddha Boom is evident everywhere.

Madison Avenue, modern culture’s ultimate barometer of what is hot and what is not, has embraced Buddhism and bows to its selling powers. “Zen” now appears on dozens of products, from skin-care lines to an Internet company to an alarm clock. Zen Cart is a free e-commerce shopping-cart software package.

“Karma” has also been co-opted. Karma is the name for a new and widely advertised MP3 player (Zen is the brand name for a rival MP3 player). It’s the name of a soap product (“Karma is not just a fragrance; it’s more of a life choice,” reads the promo copy). Karma Labs is the developer of adventure games for Macintosh and PC. Columbia University Computer Graphics and User Interface Lab was in development on a product to be called KARMA (acronym for Knowledge-based Augmented Reality for Maintenance Assistance), a head-mounted display system for laser printer maintenance.

None of these products has anything to do with the actual definition of karma, which is Sanskrit for “deed.” In both Hinduism and Buddhism, according to the law of karma, an individual’s physical and mental actions determine the consequences in his or her life, and his or her next life. In short, karma is the law of cause and effect. Each action causes a reaction.

Likewise for the word “nirvana,” the Buddhist state of enlightenment, a word universally recognized and almost universally misunderstood but which nonetheless graces many a product package. Along with the requisite skin-, hair- and health-care products, Nirvana was, among other things, the name of a distributor of cannabis seeds and other marijuana products. Nirvana Golf Technologies makes golf clubs. Nirvana is the digital library division of General Atomics, which develops high-tech systems from nuclear fission and fusion.

Then there was the seminal Seattle grunge band that called itself Nirvana. In a manner of speaking, the band’s leader, Kurt Cobain, took the word literally when he took a gun to his head and blew himself away. The word most closely translates in English to “blown out,” or “snuffed out,” extinguished like a candle. Years after the band was formed, Cobain explained that to him the word meant “total peace after death,” as reported in Never Fade Away: The Kurt Cobain Story, by Dave Thompson. The Buddha probably meant it as total peace before death. Cobain’s suicide note reportedly contained this grunge twist on Buddhist wisdom: “It’s better to burn out than fade away.”

It was in a hotel room in Washington, D.C., watching TV the night before my last pitch meeting with the Geographic editors, when I saw how pervasively “nirvana” had penetrated to heartland America—whether we knew what it really meant or not. I looked up from studying my notes to see a Taco Bell commercial promoting “enchilada nirvana.” There was a guy in a tie and white shirt, knees crossed, levitating in the air, virtually beaming with an enchilada-eating grin. Subliminally—hell, right there in living color—they were suggesting that ingesting a corn tortilla stuffed with cheese, chicken, rice and beans, salsa and cilantro (guacamole and sour cream optional) could produce a psychological state of personal fulfillment beyond whatever your Judeo-Christian religion of choice was serving up. The funniest (scariest?) part was that much later I found a 2003 study by New York-based Intermedia Advertising Group, which tracks TV spots for Nation’s Restaurant News, ranking Taco Bell’s Enchilada Nirvana spot for the Chicken Enchilada Bowl fourth among all TV spots in effectiveness.

In the arts world, the Buddha was hot, too. In L.A. that summer of 2003, three major museums—UCLA’s Fowler Museum, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and the Bowers Museum of Cultural Art in Santa Ana—were showcasing Buddhist exhibits and, incidentally, garnering plenty of publicity. In San Francisco, the Asian Art Museum, newly moved to the city center area, had redesigned its exhibit around the history of Buddhism. On the other coast, in New York’s Chelsea district, the Rubin Museum of Art, built as a labor of love by Donald and Shelley Rubin, opened in October 2004 in the former Barneys men’s department store as the first museum in the Western world dedicated to the art of the Himalayas and surrounding regions. Images of the Buddha dominate the exhibits.

Buddhism had clearly captivated the imaginations of the arts and intellectual communities. A consortium of 20 organizations and institutions in New York were participating in a series called The Buddhism Project: Art, Buddhism and Contemporary Culture, with art exhibitions, lectures, performances and other events. At the same time a sister group based in San Francisco was hosting Buddhist programs all over the greater Bay Area under the umbrella Awake: Art, Buddhism and the Dimension of Consciousness.


Buddhism has the characteristics of what would be expected in a cosmic religion for the future: it transcends a personal God, avoids dogmas and theology; it covers both the natural and spiritual, and it is based on a religious sense aspiring from the experience of all things, natural and spiritual, as a meaningful unity. Buddhism answers this description. If there is any religion that would cope with modern scientific needs, it would be Buddhism.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN, IN Albert Einstein: The Human Side, EDITED BY
HELEN DUKAS AND BANESH HOFFMANN



Where things started to get really interesting for me as a longtime health and psychology writer were in the findings emerging from cutting-edge research investigating the effects of Buddhist-based meditation on the body and the mind, aka body/mind or holistic medicine.

I first knew one researcher as Jonny Kabat-Zinn in the 1970s, a regular at Dance Free, a Cambridge weekly institution where everyone flailed wildly around to rock music in a Harvard Square church hall—without partners—in a physical expression of the neo-Thoreauvian self-reliance everything-goes cultural movement of those times. I also knew he was an avid Zen, martial arts and yoga practitioner and had a PhD in molecular biology. When his friends heard he was going to working-class Worcester, in central Massachusetts, to set up a clinic testing his theories that these Eastern disciplines could help reduce stress and chronic pain, and even more impossibly convince a medical establishment firmly entrenched in old paradigms, they (or maybe just skeptical me) thought, good luck, Jonny.

Now 30 years later he is the Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn, a household name to anyone involved with holistic and/or preventive medicine and to many outside those disciplines. He is emeritus professor of medicine at the University of Massachusetts Medical School, where he was founding executive director of the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care, and Society, and founding director in 1979 of its world-renowned Stress Reduction Clinic. It was featured in Bill Moyers’s PBS documentary Healing and The Mind, on NBC’s Dateline, on WCVB’s Chronicle and many other media. His books, such as Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom of Your Body and Mind to Face Stress, Pain, and Illness (Delta, 1990) and Wherever You Go, There You Are: Mindfulness Meditation in Everyday Life (Hyperion, 1994), are bestsellers. To those 13,000 patients who’ve completed an eight-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Program (MBSR), he is a Buddha-sent, though they would probably never use the Buddha’s name.

MBSR has become a model throughout the world. At its core is the simple Buddhist meditation technique called vipassana. In an effort to help nonspiritualists adapt the practice, Jon decided early on to call it mindfulness, as opposed to vipassana or even meditation. At the time I thought it was a mistake, a dilution of the practice, to use that nomenclature, but once again I was proven wrong. Not only did he and his staff (he is now retired from the program) remain true to the roots of Buddhism, but also he made Buddhist mindfulness accessible for the mainstream.

Published research documents that a majority of the Stress Reduction Clinic patients report lasting decreases in both physical and psychological symptoms, as well as increased ability to relax, greater energy and enthusiasm for life, improved self-esteem and increased ability to cope more effectively with both short-term and long-term stressful situations.

Someone else I knew from those heady Cambridge days was a recent graduate of the Harvard graduate school of psychology. Now Dr. Richard Davidson is director of the Laboratory for Affective Neuroscience, Waisman Laboratory for Brain Imaging and Behavior at the University of Wisconsin, where he uses functional MRI and advanced EEG analysis to study interactions between prefrontal cortex and the amygdala in the regulation of emotion. In the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences in 2004, for example, he (and others) reported that “long-term meditators self-induce high-amplitude gamma synchrony during mental practice.” To translate, he’s making waves showing Buddhist meditation’s effect on brain waves. Attaching electrodes to the foreheads of Tibetan Buddhist lamas while they were meditating, researchers found that the activity stimulated in several regions of their left prefrontal cotexes—an area of the brain just behind the forehead that recent research had associated with positive emotion—was especially high. That is, he proved neurologically that meditation could indeed make you happier.

Somewhere along the way Buddhism had morphed from religious movement to popular cultural phenomenon to some kind of all-purpose panacea. Like those early overzealous snake-oil salesmen, some people were looking to Buddhism to fix whatever ailed them. And others were looking to it as a bull market. Having problems finding your lifemate? Read If the Buddha Dated: A Handbook for Finding Love on a Spiritual Path, by Charlotte Kasl. Want to become a CEO? Take the “Buddha in the Boardroom” seminar offered by Lloyd Field, CEO of an organization called Performance House. Improve your parenting skills? Follow the advice in Buddha Mom, by Jacqueline Kramer.

Pick your Buddhist obsession. Tea ceremony, Zen archery, origami, ikebana, kung fu: all and more were offered at your local community center. There was probably some lineage-holding master nearby from whom you could also take teachings. All you had to do was Google your town plus Buddhism.

So why? Why Buddhism and why now? Whether you call it a religion or a philosophy or a “lifestyle choice,” why was Buddhism gaining in popularity? In the great Jewish tradition in which I was raised, those questions in turn prompted other questions: How did this all get started? Who was the man responsible for this whole phenomenon? Who was the Buddha?


two
Welcome to the New (Axial) Age
Was the Buddha the World’s First Baby Boomer?
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In divining that the experience of pain was an inseparable concomitant of consciousness and will, the Buddha has shown a penetrating psychological insight. Hinduism regards man’s universe as being an illusion; the Buddha, anticipating some of the schools of the modern Western psychologists by about twenty-four centuries, held that the soul is an illusion too.

—ARNOLD TOYNBEE

Your work is to discover your work and then with all your heart to give yourself to it.

—THE BUDDHA



I am staring at a stack of the best biographies of the Buddha when I suddenly realize this expedition is impossible. Discrepancies about many facts of his life are the rule, not the exception, including even when and where he was born. Years of his life are unaccounted for. The earliest recorded evidence of him, his talks or his teachings postdate his life by 500 years. We cannot accurately chart his itinerary. We have no idea whatsoever how he may have looked, and know even less what his personality was like. Here, more or less, are the basics.

Siddhartha Gautama, who later came to be known as the Buddha, was born in about 563 BCE in the Himalayan foothills village of Lumbini in what today is Nepal, near the Indian border. The son of King Suddhodana of the powerful Shakya clan, the prince was born under such auspicious circumstances—beginning with his mother Queen Mahamaya’s dream upon becoming pregnant of a large white elephant with six tusks entering her womb through her right side—that sages predicted he would become either a most powerful monarch or an enlightened man. (Siddhartha translates to “one who has accomplished his goals.”) King Suddhodana hoped it would be the former and began to groom his son for that destiny, showering him with every human comfort possible as well as tutelage by the wisest men in the land. Cloistered from the riffraff of society, he passed the first three decades of his life without great circumstance. Along the way he married; his wife, Yasodhara, was a beautiful young woman of noble blood.

In the centuries after his death at the age of 80, as his reputation grew, fact intertwined with myth, and a legendary Buddha was born as well. This Buddha toddled out of his mother at birth, fully conscious, and lotuses appeared under his first seven steps. He had superhuman powers. He had the mental powers to tame wild animals simply by staring at them. He could be in two places at once. There are stories of him traveling to faraway places in one night.

Both accounts agree, however, that at the age of 29, now a father and bored with his opulence, he ventured out of his palace for the first time and encountered old age, sickness and death. So moved was he by this first brush with the painful realities of life that he left his comfortable home to search for an end to human suffering. Over a six-year period, he withstood all the deprivations of his fellow Hindu seekers—he fasted, he observed silence, he lived alone in a cave—until he realized he was no happier than before. There must be another way, he thought, a “middle way” between indulgence and asceticism. He decided to sit in meditation under one of the broad pipal trees that dotted the plains of the Ganges River until he found his answer. Over the next seven days he examined his thought processes to discover how and why man often creates his own mental suffering, how he puts himself in a state of perpetual dissatisfaction that gnaws at his very being and sabotages his ability to be happy. In effect, he conducted the world’s first psychoanalysis—on himself—several thousand years before Freud. He devised an extraordinarily uncomplicated formula. Based not on faith, as in other religions, but on empirical observation, it was a succinct syllogism—four points of deductive reasoning—that he called his Four Noble Truths:


1. That there is suffering in the world, whether mental or physical.

2. That there is an origin of suffering, namely, a fundamental ignorance of the cause-and-effect relationship of all actions, called karma.

3. That by eliminating the cause, you can eliminate suffering.

4. That there is a method to eliminating the cause, and that method is called the Eightfold Path, a moral compass leading to a life of wisdom (right views, right intent), virtue (right speech, right conduct, right livelihood), and mental discipline (right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration).



Under that tree, he utilized a method of inquiry that simply required paying attention to his own mind—but really close attention. This method, which is the core practice of the Eightfold Path of Buddhism, is meditation. Though the technique may differ within each of the many sects of Buddhism—eyes closed or slightly open, in silence or chanting phrases, alone or in groups, facing the wall or other meditators—almost all begin by paying close attention to your own inhalation and exhalation. There is nothing mystical or otherworldly about it, no levitation, no out-of-body experience. With each in and out breath, your awareness becomes more refined, more focused. Breathing in … you become aware of the sensations of your body, and of your most distracting organ, your mind. Breathing out … you experience a release of body tension, and you struggle to bring your wandering mind back to your breath. In … the air tickles the tip of your nose. Out … the pain in your knee subsides, the mind still meanders. In … “Shouldn’t I be doing something more useful with this time?” Out … “Who’s the ‘I’ in that last thought?” With ever more subtlety, eventually you come to understand, sometimes painfully, sometimes joyfully, what Siddhartha realized. “We are what we think,” he said.

He emerged from under the shade of the tree as the Buddha, “the awakened one.” (The tree is now known as the Bodhi Tree, given the species name ficus religiosa.) Until his death, he traveled the several-hundred-mile corridor in what are now India’s Bihar and Uttar Pradesh states, sharing his insights with all who’d listen.

The Buddha did not intend his ideas to become a religion; in fact, he discouraged following any path or anyone’s advice without testing it personally. His dying words, as it’s told, were “Work out your own salvation; do not depend on others.” Nonetheless, within several hundred years of his death, Buddhism had become a religion, and eventually one of the major religions of Asia. Today, with 379 million followers, it is the world’s fourth-largest organized religion. (Christianity has 2.1 billion followers, Islam 1.3 billion, and Hinduism 870 million. Traditional Chinese religion, which is not counted as organized, has an estimated 405 million followers.) All of this from an inquiring mind that simply wanted to know:

“Who am I?”

“Why am I here?”

“How can I find happiness?”

[image: ]

The Buddha was not the first to ask these questions. These riddles have kept men and women awake around cave campfires and backyard mesquite grill barbecues since approximately 800 years before the Common Era. In fact, he was among a small advance guard of thinkers who woke up from their Later Primary Civilization slumber into an era that has been dubbed the Axial Age, so named because these innovators created the axis around which concepts about life began revolving and have continued to spin right up to last night’s newscast.

They included the Hebrew prophets of Palestine: Isaiah (ca. 740 BCE), Jeremiah (around 600 ca. BCE), Daniel (ca. 600 BCE) and Ezekiel (ca. 570 BCE). The Persian father of Zoroastrianism, Zoroaster, was also active during this period (about 600 BCE). Mahāvīra, the founder of Jainism, was born in 540 BCE. In China, the philosophers Confucius and Lao-tzu (6th century BCE) left their mark in Confucianism and Taoism, respectively. The West produced the Greek wise men, Socrates (ca. 469-399 BCE) and his protégé Plato (ca. 427–327 BCE), and later Aristotle (384–322 BCE), who brought us critical and rational thinking.

“The Axial Age marks the beginning of humanity as we now know it,” writes Karen Armstrong, a former nun and author of several books on world religions, in Buddha, one of the most readable biographies I plowed through.

She made it sound like a thinking man’s big bang, a burst of consciousness from 800 to 200 BCE that makes you wonder what they were putting in the drinking water back then and how we can tap it now.

“In a world that had suddenly become alien and desolate …,” she writes, “an increasing number had come to feel that the spiritual practices of their ancestors no longer worked for them … that the world was awry … that their experience of utter impotence in a cruel world impelled them to seek the highest goal …

“The great sages of the time taught human beings how to cope with the misery of life, transcend their weakness and live in peace in the midst of this flawed world,” she concludes. “They looked for greater inwardness in their spiritual lives.”

The 5th century BCE was a period of transition in India. The India of the Buddha’s time was not a single political unit but rather a collection of independent countries, often vying with each other for supremacy. Old tribal republics were breaking up under the impact of predatory and autocratic kingdoms. Not surprisingly, there were frequent turf wars of varying levels of intensity.

Cities were becoming larger and more sophisticated. People were leaving their villages and farms and flocking to urban centers. With the formation of monarchical states and capital cities that became the hubs of mercantile activities, there emerged a class of absentee landlords who lived largely in the cities but had vast landed properties in rural areas. Such absentee landlords are mentioned in the Pali text (Pali, the language spoken in the Buddha’s region at that time, eventually became the accepted language of Buddhist scriptures). Also, not surprisingly, graft and corruption in politics were the order of the day.

Indian society was divided very sharply by the caste system. The caste people were born into determined what work they did, their status in society, who they married, where they lived and who they ate with—in fact, almost every aspect of their lives. The highest caste was the Brahmins, the hereditary priests of Brahminism, the educators and the scholars.

In Brahminism, the prevailing religion during the Buddha’s time, there was a supreme creator named Brahma and many lesser gods: Aggi, the god of fire; Indra, the king of gods; Yama, the king of the underworld; Suriya, the god of the sun; and others. But there was widespread dissatisfaction with Brahminism and many people, including many Brahmin intellectuals, were becoming interested in new religious ideas. Parallel to Brahminism and much older was the tradition of unorthodox ascetic teachers (samana) who were beginning to attract increasing interest. The most famous of these ascetics was Nataputtā, known to his disciples by the title Mahāvīra Jain, the founder of Jainism. Many smaller religious factions also came and went.

It all sounded familiar: disillusionment with the predominant religious movements, spiritual experimentation, political graft and corruption, rampant wars, societal hierarchies, overcrowded urban centers, the growth of capitalism.

I couldn’t exactly put my finger on it but something resonated with me about the life and times of Siddhartha, despite the differences of two millennia and 10,000 miles plus the fact that he was a prince by birth and I was a Jewish prince by self-proclamation. Now, though, Armstrong’s observations about the Axial Age rang a bell. Some of the phrases, verbatim, easily could have been in reference to—even made by—my generation of postwar baby boomers. We were the antiestablishment Beatniks, the antiwar peaceniks, the antinuke activists who saw the world coming unhinged by assassinations, nuclear proliferation and military buildup. “Flawed world” would be an understatement from our perspective. Disillusioned by hypocritical and increasingly irrelevant religious institutions that were wracked by self-aggrandizing TV evangelists and sex scandals, we launched the so-called New Age movement in the 1970s. We explored Asian philosophy, Judaism’s esoteric kabbalah, shamanism, Native American ritual—anything but our own white Anglo-Saxon and eastern European Jewish traditions. We thought we had written the book on alienation, reveling in nihilists like Sartre, loners like James Dean and a folksinger who also craved answers that were, alas, my friend, “blowin’ in the wind.”

In the years since then, ensuing generations would tell you those sentiments have only been exacerbated. Thus, Mr. Cobain and an endless assembly line of cultural antiheroes from the music, art, film and other worlds.

There were so many similarities between that time and this that I wondered if we could ourselves be in the midst of the New Axial Age, recognizable only a century or five from now. One can only wonder who would be this age’s Axial icons. Freud? Stephen Hawking? The Dalai Lama? Or some relative unknown, like UCLA computer scientist Leonard Kleinrock, who created the basic principles of packet switching, the technological underpinning of the Internet? I even speculated that perhaps I had uncovered in the Buddha the world’s first baby boomer, so prescient that he preceded the actual boom by some two and a half millennia.

This would partly explain why interest in Buddhism has grown recently. This became my working theory: In times like these, as in times like those, times when people have lost faith in existing spiritual institutions, social structures, cultural constructs and intellectual paradigms, there is something inherent
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