The sufferer’s standard

Tonight I’d like to take up the central and most fundamental matter that Buddhism concerns itself with:  suffering. 

The first time I became aware that this was a deeply mysterious matter was when I was four. My father flew from Cairns to Sydney to attend the funeral of his mother, my grandmother. In those days, that journey took about twelve or thirteen hours in a small ‘prop’ plane that touched down at half a dozen or more coastal towns along the way. Sydney and Cairns were a long and expensive way apart then.  I had never been apart from him before. So he was gone for a massively long week or two, not easy to live through, but at last we were standing out on the tarmac watching for his plane.  I remember the moment when I saw the headlights in the sky, then the plane itself, carrying my father back to me, now the propellers, now it was landing - safely, yes! - the propellers slowing from a blur to turning more and more slowly, and finally stopping, and the hatch door being opened... An amazing business - made all the more so by suddenly discovering that I was so happy I was crying my eyes out.  

What an amazing fact - we cry with joy! That tears and grief and great joy all join up, can’t really be taken apart in us human beings.  We cry at weddings, and when a baby is born.  We cry when our hearts are torn open. As far as I know, we are the only animal that cries with tears of joy and sorrow.   If fish cry we don’t know about it, their tears get lost in water.  

When Suzuki Roshi was asked, ‘What is the meaning of Zen?’ he replied, in his broken English, ‘It comes down to just two words:  not always so.’ ‘Not always so’ is even more economical in Japanese than it is in English, as direct account of the source of all joy, grief, suffering and freedom.  In that language it apparently comes down to just two characters.  Two, three, you, me – don’t worry, all that comes out in the wash.  

In another encounter a thousand years earlier, Dongshan and a monk were down by a creek washing their bowls, when two birds flew down and tore apart a frog sitting on a stone right before their very eyes. The monk put to Dongshan the age-old question of human beings, and indeed, of the Buddha when he set out to wake himself up: ‘Why does it come to this?’ Why does it come to tearing and pain, accidents and grief, sickness and old age, death and loss? Why do we lose every single thing we love (while possibly failing to notice how generously we are given every single thing we love in the first place)? And why must we give it all back, give back even ourselves? Dongshan replied, ‘It is only for your benefit Acharya.’ Acharya is an honorific title, like saying ‘Wise one.’ So he’s addressing the very wisest part of us and trusting its response when he says ‘It is only for your benefit.’ 

Only for our benefit ? - that ‘not always so’ is constantly undoing all that we think we are and will finally tear us completely apart?

‘It is only for your benefit’ is remote from someone telling you, ‘No pain no gain’, or ‘You can’t expect to be relaxed and comfortable all the time’. (Though they’re right.)  ‘It’ is a word in Zen that always needs caution.  Don’t leap to conclude that ‘it’ refers simply to suffering.  The deep point here is that ‘it’ includes suffering - includes everything - but without picking and choosing, without singling out anything at all.  The benefit, benediction, blessing in this, is what we’re here to realize for ourselves.

Suzuki Roshi’s take on this matter, ‘Not always so’, says: That which we are, we will not be; that which we have, we will lose. We eat now but later we will be eaten. It is a great fire that is beyond judgment in the end, this one thing becoming another, which equally creates all things, brings all things into being. It just goes on like this, the revelatory fact of the universe and of our self-nature. We are one thing getting born and dying and getting born and dying. Moment by moment we are born into this and we die into that, and the entirety of this - it’s only for our benefit.  

Form is emptiness, emptiness form….we don’t, we cannot really say where this mysterious personal self came from. We cannot say how it came to this, in an entirely astonishing and unlikely universe. But here we are. And since we cannot know where we came from perhaps that’s why we gradually turn in our wisdom to favouring not knowing, and letting ourselves soften at the edges. 

I love Gary Snyder’s way of evoking this courageous spirit. He says ‘The Bodhisattva must live by the sufferer’s standard... to be effective in giving aid to those who suffer.’ He reminds us that we’re not here to get something good that can be taken away for our own delectable, personal self-enhancement. Rather, he’s saying, ‘Do you know what enlightenment is?  It’s helping others. It’s helping others to enlightenment. By helping others we help ourselves to enlightenment. We’re all in this together.’ 

Why must we live by the sufferer’s standard, to help others who suffer?  From one point of view, what choice is there? We suffer - with sentience, as the Buddha noted in the First Noble Truth, there will be suffering. It hurts to live. We’re born covered in blood and it unfolds from there in all its joy and pain, a wondrous mixture.  So in one sense we have no choice but to live by the sufferer’s standard.  

But what he is asking us to do is to bring that to conscious, calm, assured, active acceptance – an alive and engaged, not inert and passive, acceptance. To completely understand and deeply accept the fact of suffering is finally to be enlarged and capacious in our ability to help others. 

We can’t know and respond to the pain of others until we have felt pain, and going further, born pain. To suffer, looked at in the light of its root meaning, means to bear, to allow, to support - to provide or ripen a capacity to hold such experience. So ‘to live by the sufferer’s standard’ is pointing into something about living open towards our own suffering, and so become able to feel and respond helpfully to the suffering of others. 

The way Kuanyin up there on the altar does.  It’s said that she hears all the cries of the world, and that she belongs to ‘the line of tears’.  That’s the line you and I are born on, and it disappears back into the dark of where we came from. She cannot but hear the cries of suffering, cannot close her heart to them. 

You can close your eyes but your ears are open and pollinated by sound after sound after sound. Especially in meditation, I am sure you have noticed how your ears grow much more sensitive until the tiniest bird song, right at the far edge of the world, is somehow right here in your own chest. So clearly Kuanyin, the Kuanyin spirit in us, is a great listener, listening to every sound of the world, no longer caught up in its name, no longer interested in its label or by any sense that this sound can be separated out from anything else in the universe. Then sounds arrive as the whole world and they move our hearts when they do that, they move and open and transform them. Keeping your heart as receptive as Kuanyin takes courage.  It’s part of what Pema Chodron calls the wisdom of allowing yourself no escape. Everybody has the capacity to be so open and courageous, but not everybody has the courage to let that ripen.  Practice is the willing ripening.

And the ripening is of ultimate importance. We’re not really fully born as human beings without a true ripening - just kind of big, space-consuming kids. So obviously it’s a heart thing, this matter of courage, it’s a matter of the open heart coupled with the willingness to practice seeing things clearly and without singling them out from the whole and judging them. Remarkable how it springs up so powerfully when things are disastrous.  The frog, the child, the town torn apart in front of our eyes. When disasters happen, great things appear out of human beings. It’s almost as though the sheer need, the sheer tenderness and painfulness of the suffering of others, grows fresh hands and hearts in people. 

So, ‘only for your benefit’…. With no view about the situation, no attempt to manipulate it in your mind, what does your heart say then? That’s the courage Pema Chodron is talking about. As she says, everyone has it, but will you risk uncovering and ripening it? Or maybe a better question is, can you risk not doing so? Can you live with yourself like that?  Even more profoundly, can you really live?  Certainly, compassion is what shapes all of life in a really simple direct sense. You wouldn’t have made it successfully to coherent adulthood without someone loving you as best they could. The altruism of the fundamental bonds between people – in all that is wrong with the world, don’t miss that. We can focus on the shortcomings of people and miss the fact that they’re here, they’re alive, they are breathing, they are in front of us, they are feeling pain, they are doing their best. 

So this Kuanyin or Kanzeon - we invoke her, rouse her spirit in ourselves, and call on her, literally call on her name, in the sutras. Some say that calling on the name of Kanzeon will save you from tsunamis, earthquakes and plane crashes, and others say it’s a good thing to do anyway because it rouses the spirit of Kanzeon in us and that open, flowing spirit is busy saving us even if the plane doesn’t pull out of its downward dive... Next time you are chanting those words of the sutra, look at the translation, take the words to heart. Kanzeon spirit, the sutra says, includes constancy, ease, assurance, and a word translated there as purity. But it actually means untrammeled, unmixed, empty of all division. Constancy, ease, assurance, these are the emotions that come with arousing loving kindness in ourselves. And it’s called up in ourselves for others. Like gravity, it is the bond that binds and shapes everything about it, empty of all division. 

The verse says, ‘Mornings my thought is Kanzeon, evenings my thought is Kanzeon’, which is to say, ‘I never stop working to ripen this energy of loving kindness’. It goes on straight after, ‘Thoughts arise in the mind’, yet, ‘Thought after thought is not separate from mind.’ ‘The mind’ of thinky thoughts, and ‘Mind’ itself, the clear heart-mind of Kanzeon, unqualified, are not to be confused. And yet when we share this mind, thought after thought that arise within the sheer vulnerability of being here resolve like clouds back into the empty sky of assured constancy and ease of mind.  When we rouse this mind, we find these two ways of inhabiting our minds are empty of all division.

So just to be sure: when it says ‘Rapidly thoughts arise in the mind’, well we all know about that we sit with quite a lot of that, quite a lot of the time. ‘Thought after thought is not separate from mind’ - this is not the mind, not your mind, my mind, this kind of mind, that kind of mind… it’s Mind, just one Mind.  And if you really continue to look clearly and deeply into your own heart all the way through to the end you will discover you cannot tell Mind apart from all that is, the whole shebang. 

‘Thought after thought is not separate from Mind’.  Put that alongside, ‘It is only for your benefit’, and you begin to sense the invitation to accept all the unceasing waves of experience that may come our way and may be felt as suffering but without the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ in front of them, instead with the constancy, assurance and ease born of whatever we can know and experience of Mind.  Remembering and ripening Mind, keeping it open and alive in us. That is Kanzeon, the open state, practice.  

Torei Zenji Bodhisattva’s Vow in the sutras speaks of maintaining an open response in the face of someone hurling abuse and despising you. ‘With an open response to such abuse, we completely relinquish ourselves, and a most profound and pure faith arises’. Kanzeon is that self-relinquishment. Torei Zenji was a man who dealt all his life with anger, but sincerely examined his mind of anger and saw through it all the way to ‘Thought after thought is not separate from Mind’ – and to the consequences of that, for how to act when anger visited him. Even abusive language coming at us like missiles is ‘not separate from Mind’, not separate from wholeness. And at that moment of not separate, the self is relinquished and with that very relinquishment, ‘the most profound and pure faith arises’.  Truly, it is only for our benefit.

It is a kind of joy, that beautiful moment when you surprise yourself and don’t hit back, don’t react in the usual way, but instead slip into an evenness – tasting of constancy, ease, assurance. It is not necessarily easy to be quick enough but nevertheless completely possible to draw no insult from the insults we receive.  When we find people who have found their way to ease the suffering of those around them in a profound way, by finding the place of ease within their own suffering, we can’t turn away from it. The undoing of the self that we see in front of us is so beautiful, that relinquishment of self. They in a way have let their circumstances take them away completely. It doesn’t mean they are not present by the way, very present. But they are, themselves, not in the way, there is no noteworthy ‘I’ inside that presence, just the most intimate and un-needy ‘me’ which is impossible to tell from ‘you.’ 

There is some suffering in the world that could have been avoided. The suffering that can’t be avoided, we have to meet. What else can we do?  If we don’t meet it, we collide with it, awkwardly or painfully, but if we meet it front on, not troubling it too much in the process, then it has its chance to forge the best parts of us. But meanwhile in the world there is massive intentional harm and suffering offered to others and to the earth. If we look back at last century, which for everyone in this room is our birthplace in karma, we see the most blood-soaked century in the history of the earth, I think.  And the new century is getting off to a good start too.  So what is it to live by the sufferer’s standard, in the light of what we know of the capacity of human beings to inflict suffering? Wendell Berry wrote a poem the day of the funeral of Yitzhak Rabin, that praiseworthy former Prime Minister of Israel, and dedicated it to his two granddaughters who visited the holocaust museum on that day:

Now you know the worst

we humans have to know

about ourselves, and I am sorry,

for I know that you will be afraid.

To those of our bodies given

without pity to be burned, I know

there is no answer

but loving one another,

even our enemies, and this is hard.

But remember:

when a man of war becomes a man of peace,

he gives a light, divine

though it is also human.

When a man of peace is killed

by a man of war, he gives a light.

You do not have to walk in darkness.

If you will have the courage for love,

you may walk in light.  It will be

the light of those who have suffered

for peace.  It will be

your light.

We live as best we can, we tough yet fragile beings, so briefly here but all the time swimming in timelessness at every point if we look with clear eyes.  And if we will have the courage for love. It – the whole painful, joyful, unbounded shebang - is only for our benefit.  It is your light. How can it be separated from the natural response of ‘no you no me’ that rises in the presence of another’s suffering, unbidden and immediate, with no thought even of needing to help. 

We do not have to walk in darkness. The birthing, suffering, withering, dying of things, even horrific, unthinkable destruction inflicted on people, fellow creatures, and this astonishing planet, prizes open our hearts and minds – ‘ Golden Wind’, the deity of autumn, is the spirit of the powerful energy of ripeness itself, manifesting.  

The Buddha put a similar question to some people at a gathering once, asking them, ‘What is wisdom?’ And when nobody could reply he said: ‘It is the ability to perfectly understand and patiently accept the truth of suffering.’ The truth of suffering is an ultimate mystery. It draws you into life deeper, ever deeper.  You may well find that you could in the end substitute the word ‘joy’ for suffering.  I did, when I ran into my father’s arms at last.  It’s that deep. And if that is hard to understand then let me ask you what would joy be without that taste of sorrow and tears inside it? Would it be joy? Would it be complete? Would it be even recognizable? 

And would the beautiful, carved afternoon light this afternoon making everything so still and stopping people in their tracks, so beautiful -- would that be possible, would we be brought to a standstill by such a thing, if we’d never felt pain?  So, please keep looking into the question of living by sufferer’s standard and in what ways it is only for our benefit, and who ‘we’ are. There is no end to this looking.  I think all events of our life are the chance for looking into it, including old age, sickness and death. 

May all beings be at ease, and thank you for letting me trouble you with this talk.  Are there questions? 
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