A Practice is Strange and Beautiful Thing

We must hold this practice dear.

At the end of my life - which is of course at any moment - it seems good to have made the effort it takes to truly know and be who I am, and so contribute something valuable in this strange and beautiful world on the way through.

To do that it seems necessary to sustain a practice of attentive awareness that can see through the habits of my mind.

Very like life, this practice is a strange and beautiful thing.

No-one asks it of us. We have to do that. It doesn’t make any obvious sense, looking from outside it, though the view about that changes remarkably when we look with the eyes of practice. It adds nothing to the all-important 'bottom line’, just multiplies all our concerns by zero and lets us see clear through them to something more intelligent and interesting. It joins us up with every other being – ‘all beings, one body’ – and lets us resolve and inhabit our being present here as at once utterly impermanent and infinitely alive and present right now.

Practice means now. When Yogi Berra was asked ‘What time is it?’ he asked ‘Do you mean now?’ It’s a good question, though it made everyone laugh at the time.

So why is it so strange and beautiful at once?

Strange, because it is a pattern breaker: it breaks the patterns that hold us in what we call suffering, and that leaves everything fresh and unfamiliar in a good way. Just to be still and quiet begins to break the constant pattern of interrupting ourselves in the act of just being, with trivia and irritation and dissatisfaction and negativity.

When habit-ridden thoughts drop away even for a moment there’s the startling fact that there is nothing that is not remarkable, and a quiet, subtle joy in just being. That’s the beauty of meditation: it lets you recall how fine it can be just to be.

Then what we do tends to be closer to what needs doing, with nothing too fraught attached to that; action can flow naturally from a solid confidence in being.

Strange, because it can be painful and frightening to face our selves with such direct honesty; beautiful, because freedom and fresh possibility is always discovered right there in that act.

Strange, because practice has to push against resistance much of the time, and what’s strange about this is that we’re pushing against the very thing that can knock down all the walls that are boxing us in and making life effortful. Resisting practice is the strange business of resisting stepping into freedom just as though our lives depended on it!

Why? Why indeed.

Part of the strange answer is that ‘we need the eggs’. Remember the Woody Allen joke at the end of Annie Hall? ‘Doctor, doctor, my brother thinks he is a chicken. He is up on the kitchen counter all day, clucking.’ ‘Hmm, I think I can help your brother. Send him to me. I will free him from this belief that he is a chicken.’ ‘But doctor, we need the eggs!’

We do come to rely on ‘the eggs’ – the familiar scenery offered by our favourite delusions and propositions about ourselves. We manufacture whole life-long dramas out of it, source vast self-pity there, feed resentments, discover further ‘proof’ of how right we are, and how blameworthy someone or something else is.

And so on and on and on it spins. The Buddha called it ‘dukkha’, and in the root meaning of that word is the image of a frantically spinning wheel unable to find traction and get free from the ever deeper rut it creates for itself.

Strange indeed! But beautiful, because practice can cut right through that and reveal how any repeated belief that drives the spinning wheel is not actually anything substantial but a powerfully persistent thought world - a kind of inherently unsatisfactory parallel universe we seem to choose as a ‘safer’ alternative to actually being.

What world is that proposition secretly propping up? What does life look like without that proposition about ‘the way things are’?

There seems to be something in human beings that needs the long way round, of repeatedly learning to release ourselves from the prison-house of resistance (the Buddha called it ‘the house of pain’), by learning how skillfully we have built it for ourselves, all our own work. There’s a certain measure of pain and suffering that is probably genuinely unavoidable for any sentient being with a mortal body. But practice is the continual investigation of how most of what we call suffering is all our own work. And how easily we could live experience as a comprehensive form of joy and curiosity instead.

Practice is the courage to look for the offer in every part of experience, and to accept all offers. All of them. It’s a delightful experiment. And its name is ‘practice’, because it’s not a journey with a destination, the destination and the teaching is every particular on the Way.

Yet even in this strangely long way round there is a kind of poignant beauty. Maybe this is the particular way that human wisdom gets into the world: noticing suffering, admitting suffering, seeing through our own part in it, empathizing with it in others, easing suffering, releasing its suffocating grip on our hearts and minds.

Out of this strangeness, beauty keeps getting born.

I encourage all of you and each of us to keep taking the rewarding risk of sustaining this strange and beautiful practice for yourselves. Which equally means for all the many beings you ever encounter.

