There is a path to joy

There’s a tiny spider in my room which is building a very elaborate web on the wrong side of the glass. On the side of the glass that is not exposed to the breeze, to the insects, to the wild empty world. And I’m in a quandary -- should I, before he goes too much further, help him out to the other side? 

Because isn’t that what we are doing here, making sure that we’re not building our practice on the wrong side of the glass, the safe side? Any time we are reaching for safety we are dividing ourselves from ourselves because the wild empty great world is us, including all of its painfulness and what we have come to call suffering. I’m not talking about neurotic or self-created suffering, although that is very painful and must be worked through. But there is a value in actually recognizing and working with genuine suffering, genuine sadness, working through to the point where we recognize it’s genuineness and can then let it open us completely. 

It’s not unusual for anyone in a Buddhist context to be speaking about suffering. Jack Kerouac had the bravery and chutzpah to turn the whole thing around and say, ‘If you are alive an sentient, there is joy, there is a cause of joy, and there is a path to joy.’ And this indeed is exactly the same as the Four Noble Truths, but looking from the free side of the glass.  It equally acknowledges the fact that our experience as exquisitely sensate, sensitive beings, brings upon us an enormous range of pain and joy. And that in the end they are very hard to tell apart. Pain, joy, and emptiness itself, are all to be most fully realised on the wild side of the glass, where it is impossible to tell anything as separate or opposed to the other.

One time Shunryu Suzuki was approached by a student who was weeping, filled with emotion, crying bitterly saying ‘Why is there so much suffering?’. This is an ancient question. And Suzuki Roshi replied ‘No reason.’ Now, assuming this is not a heartless reply from a man who had no trace of heartlessness about him, what is he pointing to?  

’No reason.’ You can begin by noticing that reason will never embrace the matter fully. We cannot reason our way to the true ground of suffering, which remains fundamentally mysterious, a dharma gate or barrier that disappears as we go through. We can reason out possible causes this side of the gate, and we can, using the prized gift of reason, attempt to intelligently remove many of the immediate causes of unnecessary suffering.  But reason will never account for or open up the radical strangeness of sentience itself and the kind of creatures that we are. 

We are sentient beings who both turn our backs on someone we have wounded and can suffer deeply because of something we hear about happening on the remote far side of the world. And we can give way and crumble into grief about both of these because ultimately we have no barrier between each other. 

We must work our way back to that again and again, that life-restoring no barrier. But ultimately there is no barrier at any point, no difference to be found between me and you and each of us, and the welcome swallows in their circles over the grass. Those distinctions are  all empty in a way that restores great life and defeats all reason. 

This word ‘no’ – as with Mu – is the sign of prajna, that wondrous energy that undoes the mind traps we create for ourselves that block ourselves, our hearts, from the complete nature of reality. So no-reason - maybe a little like no-mind - is really asking us not to stop at the fruits of reason but to reason deeper than reason itself, to reason deeper than the ‘yes’ or ‘no’ that reason might come up with, the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ or ‘good’ and ‘bad’ that discerning reason might produce when looking at suffering. What if the fact of suffering and the fact of joy were finally inextricable, and even indistinguishable – as Kerouac is really asking us to examine?

‘No reason’ is also something to turn us back usefully upon ourselves. If there is no reason, then what do we do? We need to look into this. Perhaps it opens the way to no choice but to simply be with the suffering because, most simply, suffering is our link, our very intimate link, with all of those who have ever loved and lived, but especially loved. Suffering can finally pierce our indifference and return us to love. If you look at your own reason for ever having walked into a meditation hall, it’s often a wounding that kicks off this whole process of maturing, this whole one inch vast journey to return home. Certainly, the penetrating fact of unavoidable suffering – sickness, old age, death - kicked off the Buddha’s journey. Most serious practice is triggered or moved in different ways by the experience of strong feeling, and let us agree to call it suffering, meaning ‘to bear, to allow, to take the weight of’. 

We never completely fathom ‘Mu’, no-self’, ‘nothing’, ‘no reason’, the one-inch journey is both short and immeasurable. Our consciousness seems to be our blessing and our wounding that arrive together. The two words even share one root.  Realization itself is a kind of blessed wounding of consciousness, opening it beyond all established boundaries. 

Another time, Suzuki was approached by a student full of complaint about the people he was working with - there’s always something. And he didn’t say ‘oh you’re right, or ‘no, you’re wrong’.  He said, ‘If you want to see virtue you have to have a calm mind.’ Notice he was generous enough to immediately assume that the only thing that this student was interested in was seeing what was good about these people he had problems with.  ‘If you want to see virtue...’ When we see big problems in someone else we’re usually seeing ourselves but sure it’s someone else. At such a moment, how wise to look for what is good or strong about the problematic person.  How wise to work from that ground to reach a better understanding of the problem.  This rarely happens quickly. It is hard to see virtue in the fog of anger. First there is the difficult to endure period of doing nothing but suffering the painfulness and allowing it to grow calm.

To cultivate this calm mind is to work on the wild side of the glass, not the protected side. Recently on the radio I heard two people talking - both men, a similar age, but one was Armenian or Iranian, Azim Kamisu, and the other a black American called Close Felix. Close, I don’t know what Close is short for, but Close is the grandfather of the man who, as a 14-year old boy, had shot and killed Tariq, the 20-year old son of Azim. 

The young boy’s name was Tony. Tony had been a member of a gang of mainly 14-year old boys – who are at that dangerous stage when they can both do a lot of harm but really can’t be blamed for very much in a certain sense. This 14-year old had had a very difficult life.   He had been born to a teenage mother, who had handed over a lot of his raising to his grand parents who did their best with him, but he was a very angry child because he felt he had arrived in the world unwanted and insecure. Inevitably, he joined a gang, and was induced by the 18-year old leader of the gang, as a kind of ordeal of admission, to do an unthinkable ting from which there was no way back:  to order a pizza to be delivered to a remote place, and kill the delivery person. The 20-year old who took the call was Azim’s son, a very gifted and promising film student doing pizza delivery to support his studies. This beautiful, innocent young man was lured to the agreed place and then shot and killed. 

Azim was very moving in the way he talked about this whole experience. He said very frankly that he was suicidal for a year. He could not consolidate this impossible fact into his life. He couldn’t bear to approach it. His beautiful boy had been so completely pointlessly destroyed. Tariq’s life, and all the implicit future wrapped up in that life, obliterated in a single moment. 

And then gradually he had worked his way extremely bravely through to the point where he actually sought out and met with the family of the boy who was by now serving a life sentence for this crime. And he won his way to an extraordinary place of reconciliation to the point where these two men, the grandfather of the murderer and the father of his victim, had become partners in a foundation to promote consciousness about gang violence, to help kids teetering at that very vulnerable edge in their society. 

Let me tell you the steps he had to take to get to this extraordinary ability to place himself in the most vulnerable place possible and to find there the one thing that can be relied on completely, unobtainable anywhere else. The first thing, he said, is that you have to acknowledge that you have been wronged. This involves a grieving process that is extremely painful. You must live through your pain, not pushing it away, not denying it. He says, ‘Grief is good pain. Pain is not necessarily bad because the faculty that you feel pain with is the faculty you feel joy with. You need to feel your grief and pain to expand that faculty. When you finally get through that pain, you are able to experience more joy.’ So, not holding pain at bay is the first step and expanding the faculty that connects us deeply. 

And we know this is true, we know how when we have gone right through something that rips the heart, we can come out the other side infinitely more receptive towards each other, we can begin to actually hear the cries of pain in the world. 

The second step is to know when that stage is over. In Azim’s words, ‘You have got to bring a sunset on that pain as well. If you don’t you still remain a victim.’ He goes on to say that the way you do that is to consciously give up all of the resulting resentment.  Now it can be a very hard process, actually clearly sensing where there is still resentment, and finding the subtle action of truly giving that up, of softening the instinct to hold on to a mighty grievance. 

To cultivate this ability, he says, is to cultivate empathy, and to create a clear intention. Azim said, ‘And empathy you create by getting to know. I know Tony’s life very well and once you are able to walk in their shoes, well - we all are one. When I met Tony five years later I am looking into his eyes. We locked eyes for some time and I am looking to find a murderer. And what I found is another soul much like me, and I recognized him and was able to climb down through his eyes and touch his humanity. And though he had killed my son that did not make him inhuman, but the spark in him and me was really no different. It was a very transformative experience for him as it was for me. I teach that you have to give up all the resulting resentment. Nelson Mandela said ‘Resentment is like drinking poison and waiting for your enemy to die.’  

And finally the third stage of the forgiveness process the went through is, he says, to reach out to the person who has offended you with love and compassion. He said, ‘I saw that there were two victims, one at both ends of the gun.’ At that point he really could reach out to Tony with the kind of love that he bore for his own lost son. 

He has reached out to Tony and though Tony is still in prison, he has become a key part of this foundation set up in the name of the victim’s life, the Tariq Kamisu Foundation. Close spoke too, and he said something very simple and beautiful: ‘Forgiveness was unanticipated’. He said, ‘In our society, in our country in America, it is uncommon, very surprising and reassuring.’ He also said that the process has created healing for his daughter, for himself, his wife and finally Tony is beginning to forgive himself and take what will be the hardest steps of all, in this healing set in motion by one brave wounded human being deciding not to stop in any hell of his own making, and taking the steps out away from any house of pain he did not need to build.

And they’re very like the steps we take with Bodhicitta because Bodhicitta, as I said yesterday or some time or other, is the mind of awakening. The point I want to make here is that every step of Bodhicitta creates the healing force that restores us to more sense of wholeness. 

So all of our vulnerable states and painful moments are also opportunities to awaken Bodhicitta and place ourselves on that wild open side of the glass. That side of the glass doesn’t ‘know’ too much by the way, instead of judging it agrees to know what we can know when we do not ‘know’. It begins with clearly seeing what is happening but then meticulously puts aside the impulse to judge, to condemn, and build resentment.  Resentment pushes away reality, it finds fault with something it has decided is certainly ‘not me’, which separates us from our chance to be open and complete. 

So Bodhicitta is the energy we create by setting our heart-mind towards awakening, and use to constantly push through to being more awake, more alive. It is not just what gets us to face our fears, it puts us in the right kind of jeopardy where we have nothing to rely on but the energy of Bodhicitta itself, which always heals. It make us kinder and more open, it refuses to let life harden our hearts, it keeps things soft, which finally lets us in to the tenderness that suffering awakens in us, tenderness towards everything. 

We feel the earth more keenly, we feel the earth suffering more keenly. Bodhicitta nudges us awake enough to see we have the choice to not harden towards lif with prejudice and fear. It dissolves those walls in the mind and heart. Deborah and I were talking the other day about the purification stage of our sutras and the fact that when we say, ‘I confess openly and fully all the evil karma ever created by me’, we are really opening to the fact have no impunity from any of the great disasters of our time, we are implicated by the fact of our own actions and slippages, our own shortcomings and shortfalls. When we fail ourselves in any measure, and know it, we are stepping into that great healing field of acknowledging that we all bear the suffering of the world, it belongs to all of us. Kanzeon cannot keep out any of the cries of the world.  Her heart hears every cry. 

Solzhenitsyn said if only we could find all the bad people and put them somewhere safe and keep them there. If only.  But then we remember that the line between good and evil runs right through each of us, our own hearts. We have to destroy our own hearts to become able to separate the so-called bad people from ourselves. So to know that it wasn’t just Hitler who is responsible for the millions of deaths of World War Two is to begin to know where love begins. Our purification gatha is the way to let the tenderness of Bodhicitta right into the process of chanting the sutras and hearing them deeply. 

Jack Kornfield describes how, during the time of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, 50,000 people who had been rounded up immediately ‘turned communist’ at gunpoint. They said, ‘Yes, yes we’re communist,’ and wwere placed in a holding camp and told they could not practice their Buddhist practices at all. So they immediately created a little temple and they had an opening of the temple to which 20,000 dared to turn up. And at the opening of the temple they didn’t have any lectures or prayers, but they just all chanted continually the words of the Buddha, ‘Hatred never ceased by hatred, but by love alone is healed’. 

It is an ancient, ardent and eternal law that is expressed in just those words that they chanted over and over and over. And they found that once they took the risk, re-establishing this truth over and over allowed them to grow greater than their suffering, more significant than their suffering.  

These words of the Buddha clearly point to the vast equality between all sentient beings. That we all suffer is part of that vast equality, that the suffering is essentially empty is the ultimate truth of that unerring equality and connectedness. 

Pema Chodron speaks of relative and absolute Bodhicitta, so that we don’t think ‘Gosh, we must all become a saint immediately.’ Relative Bodhicitta is the ability we keep practising to develop - to keep hearts and minds open to suffering, to not stay trapped on the suffocating, closed side of the glass. Absolute Bodhicitta is the other side: unconditional awareness of the essential emptiness of all conditions, the great truth that, at the deepest level, nothing is amiss.

And there is much to do to save the many beings from all forms of unnecessary suffering. Human life has to emerge between these two.  We can be deeply inspired by whatever glimpses we can get of absolute Bodhicitta. But practising relative Bodhicitta is the greatest thing of all in the end, because it makes us not perfected saints but genuine human beings.  

That means practising it in small things so we have a chance to practice it even in the midst of the kind of fire of unbearable loss in which Azim Kamisa practised it.  It’s a blessing that we will never find all the bad people and be able to put them somewhere ‘safe’.  Bodhicitta dissolves the whole idea of ‘glass’ - of anything that would separate and divide the heart.  It uncovers tenderness even inside rage and fear and shakiness. It opens inside loneliness and disappointment, and when it opens, it opens us, and that is the movement of realization. The tiny one inch and yet endless journey of Bodhicitta is not separate from any possible experience of our minds and hearts. 

The words of the Kanzeon chant, if you read the translations, say, ‘Thought after thought arises in the mind, thought after thought is not separate from mind.’  ‘Mind’ in the second part of that sentence is the free and equal side of the glass. When we see clearly, we can see how even our most petty and damaged thoughts are flooded with light. I spoke yesterday of that image of enduring patience - enduring the sword over the heart. The sword over the heart is actually the chance for healing, and enduring it is transformation. 

Another student approached Suzuki Roshi and said they were feeling very lost,  wondering, ‘Is Big Mind lost in the dark too?’  Suzuki replied, ‘No, no, not lost in the dark, working in the dark,’ and started waving his arms, showing all the many arms of Avalokiteshvara working away tirelessly and humbly night and day in the dark.   In the dark means not knowing, non-thinking in the deepest way.  Not thinking, “I’m lost in the dark, this is hopeless,’ and also not thinking, ‘I’m doing something very wonderful here’. 

It’s not hard to drift into judging our practice and saying ‘What’s going on, I can’t find anything happening here.’ Just remember Avalokiteshvara always working away with ten thousand arms in the dark. All our Bodhisattva vows are actually about working in the dark and trusting that, with steady or even inspired confidence and faith.  If you look at them closely you’ll see how they each address the fact that suffering is the great mainspring of human waking up. The first two - ‘The many beings are numberless, I vow to save them’, and ‘Greed hatred and ignorance rise endlessly, I vow to abandon them’ - face directly into the fact of this. Even to face that sincerely is already to begin to respond.  The heart responds: ‘I vow to save them’, all the ‘others’, from my own obliviousness. (One at a time is enough by the way. I must take that spider outside shortly.) 

And then the third and fourth of the vows turn us to the other side and present the tremendous opportunity presented by the fact of suffering – living with sentience.  ‘Dharma gates are countless, I vow to wake to them’ and ‘the Buddha Way is beyond attainment, I vow to embody it fully’. Notice how we come all the way through the process of the vows to inhabiting just what is in our utterly human bodies as fully as possible. 

So let your vows continue to dissolve the glass and expose you to the wonderfully wild and clear side of all that is.  That no-glass is your own heart, trustingly exposed to the power of great emptiness to break through and restore the world alive and whole - healed.  Please work there.  
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