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“The Ensō (or circle) symbolizes absolute enlightenment, 
strength, elegance, the universe, and mu (the void).”

Who looks outside, dreams. 
Who looks inside, awakens 
– Carl Jung
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​​​​​​Chapter 1:
Satori in the Modern World
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Satori in Japanese means to be awakened, to understand, to be enlightened. Known as kensho in Zen Buddhism, satori refers to the sudden intuitive insight that the world as we know it - a world of separate subjects and objects - is an illusion that conceals the ultimate reality of a fully inter-connected universe.

Accompanying this sudden insight is a blissful felt sense of connectedness to all there is. Kensho or satori, once experienced, is never forgotten. It opens the doors of perception to a more profound reality. It will change you forever.

In this book, satori is defined as what it means to feel connected with the universe even as you go about your life in the modern world.

The qualitative experience of satori is not confined to the practice of Zen. It is described vividly in many traditions. The Christian mystics called it union; the Sufis called it fana, the passing away of the self; the Hindu sages called it samadhi. The poets reach for it without a vocabulary of their own - Wordsworth's "sense sublime of something far more deeply interfused," Whitman loafing in the grass and finding the whole cosmos there. The psychologist Abraham Maslow, studying the most fulfilled people he could find, kept stumbling on the same thing and was obliged to invent a clinical name for it: the peak experience. Called by many names, the underlying experience remains the same. Those experiencing satori are leading the way to the next stage in the evolution of human consciousness. Around the world, people are evolving towards this higher consciousness. Here we describe one road, but all such roads lead to the same destination. It is wisely said that there are many paths leading to the mountaintop. It does not much matter which one you take.

You may, in fact, have already tasted it. Most people have, though they did not have a word for it and so let it slip past unremarked. A moment on a clifftop when the boundary between you and the sea briefly dissolved. The strange spaciousness that opens in the small hours when the city is asleep. The sudden, unaccountable rightness of things while watching a child absorbed in play. These are not satori in its fullness, but they are rumours of it - the ordinary mind catching a draught of air from a larger room. The aim of this book is to teach you to find the door on purpose, and eventually to live with it open.

Satori begins with the raising of ordinary egoic consciousness to a higher level. It is done by calming the egoic mind, which sees itself as having an adversarial relationship with the outer world. How to survive in a hostile world where danger lurks all around? This was how the egoic mind developed in the evolutionary environment of early humanity.

The egoic mind churns and churns, consumed by the primitive instincts to eat, to mate, to gain status, to envy and to compare. All very necessary for survival in the evolutionary past, but increasingly maladaptive in today's world of plenty, where technology takes care of our every need.

As mentioned, this raised consciousness is characterised by a sense of felt connectedness with all things. You are no longer an isolated entity. You are an integral part of the whole.

Those who have not experienced it might question the existence of this Higher Self. Perhaps you have such doubts, and that is fine. Scepticism is helpful in the search for truth. But at the same time, suspend your disbelief long enough to assimilate the message of Satori Now.

Look at the natural world with the innocence of a child and you will see ample evidence all-around of an invisible informing principle whose influence organises the natural world into an immensely complex, inter-connected system. This principle is embodied in the Laws of Nature that shape the natural world.

Science has thus far identified and catalogued around two million species of life on planet Earth, though many more remain uncatalogued. The more you contemplate the inter-connectedness of Nature, the more you recognise this singular, pervasive informing principle that lives in the myriad of species. It is intuitively clear that there is but one Life in Nature, one life that has differentiated into a million forms and is embodied in the trillions of life-forms that inhabit this planet.

The Informing Principle is what the ancient Greeks called Logos.

Your Highest Self is aware of itself as an avatar of the pervasive Informing Principle that resides in your physical body. Hence the exhortation inscribed at the Oracle of Delphi: Know Thyself.

Satori Now is your guide to becoming acquainted with the experience of your higher self. But more than that, it helps you towards having that experience as you go about your everyday life in the twenty-first century. There is no need to seclude yourself in the deep forest or on a mountaintop.

Whoever you are, wherever you live, whatever your accomplishments, if you have a sincere desire to work towards higher consciousness and are prepared to put in the effort, this book can help. The realisation of this awareness leads to a deep inner peace. You are still in the world, but you are not so much of the world anymore.

How long does the process take? It depends on how ready you are to let go of the limiting ideas you might have of yourself as a separate entity in the world. One of the prime tenets of Buddhism is that all suffering comes from our attachment to worldly things.

Letting go of your attachments is like allowing a piece of you to die - or worse, like actively killing some treasured part of yourself. It is very difficult to do, but it can be done if you are ready and determined. This is certainly not to advocate self-destruction. It is simply to re-cast your ego in a supporting rather than a controlling role.

Your ego will not like being diminished. It will fight for its survival and give you a hundred and one reasons to abandon your quest for higher consciousness. So it helps to understand what the ego actually is: in an evolutionary sense, a sophisticated survival mechanism that evolved in humans to help us survive, if not flourish, in a dangerous world. It is not your enemy. It is an old and faithful servant that has not yet been told the war is over.

Is your world still the hostile world of our ancestors, with predators in the long grass? Perhaps. I hope not. But if you are homeless and living on the streets of a city somewhere, the world is indeed a harsh and unforgiving place, and the ego is doing exactly what it was built to do.

Even if you live in a comfortable society that has long since solved the survival challenges that threatened our ancestors, the ego still functions as though we are still on the savannah. If you are going to evolve your awareness to a higher level, you must put the ego in its proper place. More on this later.

The reality of your Highest Self can be experienced most fully in the present moment. The next chapter discusses how to focus your awareness in the Now - the only moment in which you can truly be alive.

Zen began in China as a school of Mahayana Buddhism. It is a blending of the ancient Chinese philosophy of Taoism, with its deep reverence for Nature, and Mahayana Buddhism. Other influences on Zen include the Yogācāra and Mādhyamaka philosophies.

The Restless Mind in a Restless Age

WHEN THIS BOOK WAS first written, the case for Zen rested on the slow erosions of modern life: noise, busyness, the low hum of dissatisfaction that follows us through a day of plenty. That case has not weakened. It has sharpened to a point.

We now carry, in a pocket, a device engineered by some of the most capable minds of the age for a single purpose - to capture and hold our attention, and to sell it on. Each small rectangle of glass is a slot machine for the mind, dispensing flickers of novelty in exchange for the one thing the egoic self most fears to surrender: the empty, fertile silence in which the Higher Self speaks. We are, as a species, more connected and more distracted than any people who have ever lived. We are rarely alone, and almost never at peace alone, which is a different and rarer thing.

This is the great irony of the present moment. The technology that frees us from the labours that once consumed our ancestors has filled the vacated hours with a restlessness all its own. The ego, finding no sabre-toothed tiger to flee, manufactures its own predators out of comparison, ambition and the endless scrolling appetite for more. It mistakes stimulation for life.

Zen offers no quarrel with the modern world. You need not delete your accounts or flee to a cave; the cave you require is interior, and you can carry it with you onto a crowded train. But Zen does ask you to notice what is happening - to catch the moment your attention is hooked and reeled, and to learn, gently and without self-reproach, how to reel it back. In an age built to fragment the mind, the simple act of resting attention where you place it has become a quiet form of rebellion, and a doorway to satori. The world has never had more need of it.

The Essence of Zen is Simplicity

SATORI NOW outlines Zen practice as a practical, no-nonsense vehicle for attaining higher awareness. Simple in concept, difficult in the execution. Do not be tempted to think of Zen as a religion. It is a path to enlightenment.

Satori is the fruit of a sustained state of heightened intuitive awareness, in which the reality beyond the world of form is perceived. Intuition is contact with a deeper awareness that has always existed beneath the intellect. It was there before humans evolved an intellect at all.

Satori is not an understanding arrived at through intellectual analysis; rather it is an intuitive awareness that rises from deep within. Seek to dwell more in this state of intuitive awareness. To do so, we must re-balance our thinking away from the dominant rational mind, with its restless analysis, towards the older, quieter, intuitive mind - not abolishing the one, but having the two work together as equal partners.

Bringing your whole mind into balance in this way is the key to functioning in the everyday world, while creating awareness of a spacious inner world in which intuition can flourish and satori may ultimately be experienced.

Cultivate a simple, uncluttered way of life - one that holds intellectual achievement lightly in favour of a mindful acceptance of the world around you. A life without resistance to what the world serves up. The Taoists had a word for this, wu wei: action that does not strain against the grain of things, the swimmer who lets the current carry her rather than fighting upstream. Simplicity, in the Zen sense, is not poverty or austerity for its own sake. It is the removal of whatever stands between you and a direct experience of your life. Over time, the practitioner experiences more frequent satori moments, until at last it becomes their ordinary state. Therein lies the essence of Zen.

Our True Nature as a Sentient Being

A TRADITIONAL ZEN MASTER might say that Zen is the cessation of everyday thinking, replaced by a heightened awareness with no mental chatter - no train of compulsive thought conjured up by the ego as it does battle with the world in its struggle to survive.

It is from such thoughts that, over time, we construct the mental model of the world we inhabit. It seems real because it is built from our lived experience. It cannot be said to be objective reality; rather, it is a subjective reality generated by the ego, a reality the ego has persuaded us is the only one there is.

How do we know this? Because no two people hold the same world view, or report the same experience when exposed to the same external event. A single sunset is a hundred different sunsets, depending on who is watching and what they bring to the watching. Each is filtered through a unique mental model built up since childhood and mediated by the ego.

The world as we know it is an illusion produced by the ego. More accurately, it is a delusion - one that a seeker after truth intuitively realises they must shed if they are to progress. To the world at large, Zen is a paradoxical proposition, forever explaining what it is by pointing at what it is not.

In ultimate terms, Zen seeks to free us from the tyranny of compulsive thinking, to dissolve the delusion of a separate reality and arrive at a direct awareness of our true nature - a spiritual being having a bodily experience. This is no small shift in consciousness. It is the shift otherwise known as enlightenment.

What Satori Is Not

BECAUSE THE EXPERIENCE is so easily misunderstood, it is worth saying plainly what satori is not, lest you spend your effort chasing a counterfeit.

Satori is not relaxation, though it is peaceful. A warm bath relaxes you; it does not awaken you. Satori is not a pleasant mood that comes and goes with the weather and a good night's sleep. Nor is it escapism - a way of absenting yourself from a difficult life. If anything, satori returns you to your life more fully, not less; you become more present to the dishes and the traffic and the difficult relative, not blissfully removed from them.

Neither is satori a trophy to be won, displayed and then defended. The moment the ego claims it - "I am enlightened" - it has already been lost, for the very I that makes the claim is the thing satori sees through. The Zen tradition is famously suspicious of the seeker who is proud of their seeking, and full of cautionary tales about monks who mistook a flash of insight for the end of the road.

And satori is not, finally, a permanent state that arrives once and remains for ever, like a certificate on the wall. Even the great masters returned, again and again, to the cushion. Awakening is less a destination reached than a muscle exercised - a way of seeing that grows steadier with practice but is never owned outright. Knowing what satori is not will keep you from settling for the foothills when the mountain is still ahead.

Beginning Steps

BEGIN BY BECOMING SOMEONE who:

	can quiet compulsive thinking,

	bears good will towards the world,

	breathes deeply, and is

	peacefully mindful for much of the time.


And remember that this does not require learning so much as the un-learning of the orthodox knowledge you have accumulated over a lifetime. You are aiming to return to the beginner's mind - the fresh, open mind of the child.

The Zen teacher Shunryu Suzuki put it memorably: in the beginner's mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert's there are few. The expert already knows, and so cannot see. The beginner does not yet know, and so sees everything. This is why a child can be wholly absorbed by a beetle on a leaf, while the adult, certain they have seen beetles before, walks past. The beginner's mind is not ignorance. It is knowledge held so lightly that it never hardens into a wall between you and the living world.

Quieting compulsive thinking means having the mental discipline to let thought subside, as it does in meditation. Left unchecked, compulsive thinking can curdle into obsession and worse. The aim is not to wage war on your thoughts - that is merely more thinking - but to stop feeding them, and to let them settle of their own accord, as silt settles in still water.

Good will towards the world means serving others selflessly and not living only for yourself. As the philosopher Daniel Dennett observed, the secret of a happy life is to find something more important than yourself and devote your life to it. Curiously, the surest cure for the ego's restlessness is to point it away from itself.

Breathing deeply, from the abdomen, draws more oxygen into the body and brings with it a settling sense of well-being. It seems almost too obvious to say breathe deeply - yet when you are preoccupied or stressed, your breathing turns shallow, riding high in the chest rather than reaching the diaphragm. You may not notice it happening, but the body notices, and over time so does your health. Mindfulness restores the deeper, slower rhythm. In the Indian tradition, the breath carries prana, the universal life energy that permeates the cosmos; to breathe well, in this view, is to drink directly from the source.

Being mindful has several aspects, but at its heart it is simple: whatever you are doing, be fully present in the doing of it. If you are washing your hands or peeling potatoes, then wash and peel - do not be elsewhere in your mind, and certainly do not attempt three things at once. There is an old Zen saying: when walking, walk; when eating, eat. Simplify your life. Clear away the clutter and the unnecessary, both the things on your shelves and the things in your head.

Is Zen a Religion?

PEOPLE SOMETIMES ASK whether Zen Buddhism is a religion or a philosophy. In truth, you could say it is both and neither. It is closer to an applied psychology of awakening. When the Buddha was asked what he was teaching, he replied, "the way things are." He told people not to believe his teachings out of faith, but to test them against their own experience. Only then, having proven the truth for themselves, should they accept it - or reject it.

The figure of the Buddha - the word means the awakened one - makes no claim to divinity. He was a man who woke up and then spent the rest of his life teaching others how he had done it. He is not a deity or supreme being in the manner of the God of the monotheistic faiths.

This is also why Zen sits comfortably alongside whatever beliefs you already hold. You may believe in a monotheistic God if you wish; it will do no harm to your progress in the art of Zen. A Christian, a Jew, a Muslim or a committed atheist may all sit on the cushion side by side, for Zen asks nothing of your metaphysics and everything of your attention. It is less a set of things to believe than a way of seeing what is already, plainly, in front of you.

How to Use this Book

SATORI NOW is meant to be a leisurely journey. Rush it and you may collect a few quick insights, but nothing like what awaits the reader who takes their time. Read slowly and carefully; there is meaning well below the surface of the words, and it is the seeking of that deeper meaning that does much of the work. Reflect on what you find. Resist the temptation to skip ahead to the good part. Every part is good.

You will notice, too, that each chapter closes with blank pages for your own notes. Use them. A passage that means little on first reading may, months later, leap off the page as though it had been written that morning for you alone. This is the nature of contemplative reading: the book does not change, but the reader does, and the second reading is never the same book as the first.

Chapter 2 brings you greater awareness of the present moment - the only time and place in which satori can be experienced.

Chapter 3 opens the door to your Highest Self by introducing you to your best friend and guide: your Intuition. It can tell you more in a single flash than a professor might teach you in a year. Your Intuition is the voice of your Highest Self, and this chapter tells you how to listen.

Chapter 4 describes how to quiet the mind so that you may hear your Intuition more clearly. There are countless ways to meditate, but beneath all the forms lie a few simple principles you can learn quickly. The hard part will not be the learning. It will be the discipline of practising every day.

Chapter 5 describes the path to satori through communion with Nature - how to cultivate a felt connectedness with all things by building a bridge of awareness between your microcosmic inner self and the macrocosmic world outside. When that bridge is built, there is no separation between microcosm and macrocosm, and felt connectedness becomes your constant companion.

Chapter 6 outlines the basic principles of the teaching known as Buddhism. Anyone who would achieve satori must live in harmony with these principles, for they create the inner space in which enlightenment becomes possible.

Chapter 7 outlines the basic principles of Taoism, the ancient Chinese philosophy that, together with Mahayana Buddhism, forms the twin root of Zen. Taoism is the art of living in complete harmony with Nature - which is another way of saying that you bring your inner world into accord with the outer one. When this deep reverence for Nature is combined with the way of life set out in Buddhism, the seeker creates within and around themselves the right conditions for satori. We cannot summon satori on demand. We can only prepare the ground and wait, like a gardener, for what cannot be forced.

Chapter 8 opens the door to one of life's great mysteries - what becomes of us when we die. It offers a summary of the Bardo Thödol, better known as the Tibetan Book of the Dead, knowledge of rare value to the spiritual seeker.

Chapter 9 gathers a collection of classic Zen kōans handed down to us from old Japan. Teachers used them to provoke the awakening of intuition in their students, by setting the rational mind a puzzle it cannot solve and so forcing it, at last, to fall silent. The kōans here have been rendered into the everyday language of the twenty-first century, so that their meaning is open to readers unacquainted with the subtleties of medieval Japanese.

Approach this book as a journey rather than a destination - for in Zen, as you will discover, the two turn out to be the same thing.
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​​​​​Chapter 2:
Every Moment is the Best Moment
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The phrase every moment is the best moment sums up what it means to live fully in the present. You do not wish you were somewhere else, doing something else, because you imagine it will be better. The only time and place in which you can be alive is now. All else is illusory.

But I do live in the present! is the common reaction. Ask yourself honestly, though: how much of your time do you really live in the moment? Think carefully about this. Most of us spend a great deal of our waking life regretting the past and fretting about the future, rather than attending to what is unfolding in this very moment. There is often a low background hum of a thought: that if you can only get through this moment, a better one is waiting just ahead.

Imagine you are walking along a city street and, without warning, a running man pushes past you. Imagine you are driving at speed and an accident unfolds in front of you. Your attention is riveted in the moment so that you may take evasive action. Or imagine you are skiing fast down a mountain, or surfing a clean wave, or absorbed in any pursuit demanding your complete presence - that exhilarating sense of being in the zone. All of these summon present-moment awareness, because nothing less will do.

The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi spent decades studying this state, which he named flow: the condition of being so wholly absorbed in what you are doing that the chattering self falls silent and time itself seems to dissolve. The surfer on the wave and the meditator on the cushion have, in this respect, arrived at the same place by different doors. Both have stepped out of the corridor of past and future and into the wide room of the present. The difference is that the surfer needs a wave to do it, while the practitioner of Zen learns to enter that room at will, whatever the circumstances - even while washing the dishes.

For when you are living your usual routine - commuting to work, or resting in safe and comfortable surroundings - how much of your attention is actually in the Now? Almost certainly less than all of it. Your mind drifts to events from this morning or last week: conversations, jokes, arguments, the clever thing you might have said but did not. Then it switches to the future: what to have for dinner, what to do this evening for fun.

But I need to plan. And I need to reflect on the past so I can learn from it.

Yes - for practical purposes, some thought of past and future is necessary. Do it when you must, but no more than the task requires. Spend the remainder of your time in the here and now. The traveller consults the map, then folds it away and looks at the road.

The Tyranny of the Next Thing

THERE IS A PARTICULAR affliction of the modern temperament that deserves naming, because it is the great thief of the present moment. Call it the tyranny of the next thing.

We have built a civilisation that runs almost entirely on anticipation. The advertisement promises that happiness lies in the next purchase. The career promises it lies in the next promotion. The holiday is spent photographing the holiday so that it may be enjoyed, properly, later. We arrive at the restaurant and reach not for the meal but for the phone, to record the meal, to send the record elsewhere, so that the moment may be confirmed by people who are not in it. The present is treated not as a place to live but as a corridor to be hurried through on the way to somewhere better. And the somewhere better, when we reach it, turns out to be another corridor.

The technologies of our age are exquisitely tuned to this restlessness. A notification is, by its very design, an invitation to be elsewhere - a small tug on the sleeve insisting that something more interesting than your actual life is happening just out of reach, on the other side of the glass. We answer the tug a hundred times a day, and each time we leave the present moment a little before we have finished arriving in it. We have grown so practised at being almost-here that full presence has come to feel strange, even uncomfortable, like a muscle long unused.

The remedy is not to renounce the world but
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