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"It's like going to an A.A. meeting," Alexandra muses.  
 
"Or to a teenage slumber party," I thought later.  
 
Our imaginations thrill at the life of Zen in Japan. Katsuki Sekida in Zen Training: 
Methods and Philosophy (1975) and Philip Kapleau in his classic Three Pillars of Zen 
(1965) present stern, warrior-like versions of Zen, accounts in which the Zen 
practitioner, showing great force, the utmost dedication, and ever within the crucible 
that is sesshin, "breaks through" to Self-realization. Kapleau's is the most bracing, 
captivating, dramatic book on Zen I've read to date, and I defy anyone writing on Zen 
to match its beautiful admixture of earnestness, sobriety, quiet humor, and zeal. You 
just get fired up while reading it, thinking about the roshi interviewing the pupil, 
encouraging him in one breath, admonishing her in the next; about the strife in 
evidence in those saying-breathing Mu all through the night; about the 
"encouragement" sticks striking practitioners' backs (in Soto) and fronts (in Rinzai); 
about the beautiful ritualization of walking, eating, and working, as if every last detail of 
life had been seen to, made holy; and about the memories of those "getting kensho" 
(enlightenment, Self-realization)--such joy, such gratitude, such astonishing relief and 
reorientation, such everything.  
 
Then, oh dear, you go to a Zen center in the United States and discover a mood of 
pitiable niceness in a room filled with wounded, frail people: "don't let's have anyone 
hurt anyone else" seems the refrain. American Zen attracts those who just can't hack it 
in this life but who haven't yet given up (on what?). As Alexandra told me, they have 
been struck by crisis yet haven't grappled head-on with it, having instead gone 
immediately into a 'therapeutic' practice. Rightly, I feel at such centers as if I have to 
speak in hushed tones, and I observe how my voice becomes softer, more conciliatory, 
cooing. When asked what brought him to Santa Barbara, one man says, "My life fell 
apart," and we can see it on his face. When asked what brought her to Santa Barbara, 
one woman says, "Oh let's not go there. Maybe I can tell you on another occasion."  
 
We don't know what we're doing here. One woman, in what she called a "potentially 
controversial" thought, would have us pray for the Parisian terrorists because "they are 
also suffering." Are they? At least spell that out, huh?, in some way for us. If American 
Zen practitioners aren't wounded, then they're terribly awkward. Not as something to 



be "aimed at" but just as something that naturally happens after years of zazen, the 
longtime practitioner of Japanese Zen ends up being more composed, natural, mindful, 
graceful. The last thing one would expect, therefore, would be sophomoric 
awkwardness both in the people and in the practice of the rituals. But there it is. 
Everywhere. You look. 

 

* 

 
I admit to being at a loss. What draws Alexandra and me to Zen and to Tibetan 
Buddhism is the profound commitment to practice and to a thousand-year-long 
tradition that has worked out in great detail what a good practice is. Yet what draws 
me to Christian mysticism is the substantive commitment to union with the divine. 
 
I wonder whether, for many Westerners, Zen and other varieties of Buddhism aren't 
religions had "on the cheap." Those jilted early in their lives by theism--notably, 
whatever style of Christianity or Judaism they grew up with and were harried by--can't 
yet stomach scientific materialism, what with its flatness, its barrenness, and thus turn 
hurriedly to a non-theistic religion such as Buddhism where they can be good 
progressives and have their spirituality too. Go to the right joint and you can find 
yourself absolutely unchallenged, able to preserve whatever beliefs you already had 
without any pushback, whiplash, or shaking. You like compassion, social justice, and 
mindful living? Don't want to be considered oddly theistic by your progressive friends? 
Want some kind of ritual to engage in? Quietly like to fetishize Orientalism (see Said's 
Orientalism)--all the boddhisatva and sangha talk, all the self-righteously wielded 
language? Well then, Buddhism is the thing for you. You get everything on the cheap: 
you don't really have to look at or change your basic beliefs because you can keep 
your scientific materialism ("everything is impermanent") and you can go a bit "north" 
of that without having to go outside the immanent frame. You're not weird; you're 
deep, "spiritual," Portlandish. 
 
All this reeks of pride, weakness, and stubbornness. That your life might have to be 
turned around, that you might be radically shaken up should you move to something 
higher is off the table. These you do not brook, and here is the inner truth of California 
spirituality these days. Not to be shaken up at all, just to coast. 
 
Well, that's what I want: for my life to be shaken up, for my view of reality to be altered. 
("Do you?," I hear Alexandra asking. "Come on: do you really?" You're my badass 
lover.)  



 
What is profound about Tibetan Buddhism is that it reveals to me how little I know 
about the possible, deeper levels of human consciousness. Some of these great 
teachers are, I've come to see, capable of such insight that is vastly beyond my own. 
They have experienced and lived much more deeply and fully than I; they know--in a 
greater sense of knowing than I can yet even fathom--much more than I do; they have 
a living presence that must astound perceptive observers. And they have a practice 
that is richer and more disciplined than the one, springing from Pierre Hadot's work on 
ancient philosophy, I have devised for myself. 
 
This is where Eastern discipline seems, at least on first appearances, to trump Western 
Christianity. Where in Christianity is there a systematic, rigorous, psycho-corporeal 
path to God? Where can one learn to cultivate one's powers of attention to such a 
degree that they are well-focused, loving, and flowing with utter radiance? (There may 
be, and I just need to look harder.) 
 
For now, I am rightly puzzled because one requires serious risk--what is God, and how 
shall I live in the light of this question?--yet doesn't, prima facie, provide a "ladder" to 
God while the other has exceptional practices but without any serious probing of one's 
facile, inherited, Western ethical and political assumptions. And in them there's no 
God, really. 
 

* 

 
We really are two assholes, Alexandra and I. We say we're two peas in a pod, but really 
we're two assholes fit for each other. Sheer folly to think we could be around other 
people and not be thrown out on our asses. 
 
Morning or evening, we come out speaking hard truths to each other.  
 
"You're living vicariously through your philosophical conversations," she says one 
morning. 
 
I tell her on another: "I just read, 'Eventually we must give up trying to be something 
special.' You're convinced that you're 'something special,' but you're not. Remember 
Laozi: 'Accept disgrace willingly.'" 
 
"You're soft," she tells me after one dinner. "You're not tough." 



 
On another still: "You've never taken a risk. You've always played it safe." 
 
To the uninitiated, such statements sound harsh, cruel, downright nasty and mean. 
Actually, they are none of these: they are acts of "grandmotherly kindness" (in the 
language of Zen). The truth about these hard truths is that we love each other enough 
to care more for being truthful and being in the way of truth, for the status of our souls, 
and for our higher selves than for all the delusions, self-deceptions, and blindnesses 
into which we can fall and into which I most surely have fallen. It is out of 
"grandmotherly kindness" that we are ruthless, frank, dogged, unrelenting, fierce, 
blatant, loving with each other and it is honest insight that pushes us, promising 
liberation.  
 
I have had to learn. In the face of the surprise attack, the idea is not to marshall the 
defenses--concoct clever arguments, quick rebuttals, swift denials, merciless ad 
hominems--but to take the blow in, let it hit, be felt. I didn't used to, used to be quick 
enough with the sophisticated replies or else grow silent, but I am beginning, just, to let 
the statement in, let it land even, or especially, if it is hyperbole. Regardless of 
accuracy or errancy, the statement may jerk me toward investigating the truth about 
myself, and that is a good great gift that real assholes daily give to each other. 
 

* 

 

 
Is she right: might I never have taken a real risk? I think she is. I've never been the most 
successful or accomplished, that is for sure, but most things I've put my hand 
to--sports, school learning, making a living in New York, starting and running a couple 
of businesses, living without a boss, having plenty of leisure, and so on--have come 
relatively easily for me, without too much pressure, friction, or strife. 
 
Over the years, I've stepped around obstacles, refusing to go through them; I've 
embraced wu wei, "action not-action" as an endorsement of a right way of acting. 
Each day too I teach conversation partners how to "think through" or "puzzle through" 
(that's Aristotle) seemingly intractable puzzles; each day I postulate that there are other 
untraveled routes, unconsidered possibilities, various alternatives; each day the 
mysterious is demystified, made sense of, disentangled, cleaned up. (Each day, don't I 
make life seem if not easier then thoroughly thinkable for those with whom I speak?) By 



the end of each inquiry: mostly laughter, joy, rarely heartache, articles of faith 
redeemed, time after time after time. 
 
How can it be that every intractability brought forward can be opened up by clear and 
careful, systematic and considerate thinking? How can that really be? Isn't that folly? 
Hubris? Magical thinking? I don't know even if it keeps occurring in reality.  
 
In my journal, I wrote with wide eyes, "I've never had a bad day. Or... I can't recall ever 
having had a bad day." If true, that is bizarre!  
 
The more I think about whether I've ever taken a real risk, the more I'm convinced that 
a bona fide risk must be a venture marked by ignorance, boldness, and darkness: you 
go all in for something without knowing whether you will be able to pull it off but 
knowing that you can't go back and should there be failure it would pitch you into 
darkness, the kind that wrings from you anguish and despair, the kind that shakes 
apart the floor, displacing the center of your life, the kind that can effect real change or 
genuine anguish, often the bewilderment of others.  
 
Well, the only real risk I've taken is being with Alexandra. But then that has been, on 
however dark of days and during the darker nights, all light, hasn't it, dearest 
Alexandra?  
 

* 

 
Have I ever been pushed to the point of opening myself to what the Tibetan Buddhist 
teacher Chogyam Trungpa in Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism calls "the hard 
way"? Be honest: I haven't and no one yet has entreated or dared me to. Trungpa 
elaborates,  

Have we ever unmasked, stripping out of our suit of armor and our shirt and 

skin and flesh and veins, right down to the heart? Have we really 

experienced the process of stripping and opening and giving? That is the 

fundamental question. We must really surrender, give something, give 

something up in a very painful way. (81) 



By giving something up in a very painful way, he undoubtedly means: giving up 
whatever is most sacred to me, that around which my hands clutch. The hard way is 
deceptive, though, because it does not mean sacrificing oneself as an ascetic would 
nor does it mean "being heroic." Surprisingly, Trungpa tells us that this style of 
martyrdom and this "heroic" pretense are one and the same, are easy ways. He does 
not tell us why, but we are left with the distinct impression, here as elsewhere, that this 
is our task to figure out by means of experience. Let me ask myself: what is it for me to 
strip bare and open up and give forth, surrender and give up that sacred creature that 
would be most painful to relinquish, bequeath?  
 
Laozi speaks of "accepting disgrace willingly" and this may be on track, but I need to 
dig deeper than that. There seem to be two questions that open me out. One is: where 
is my blind spot, that which is susceptible to a surprise attack? The other is: where do I 
put up the greatest form of protection, that "suit of armor"--where is that?  
 
I cannot lay siege to myself; only the teacher, whom I shall need to find in my time, can 
launch an onslaught of surprise attacks on me. And so, I'm thrown onto the second 
question as my point of departure.  
 

* 

 
I am envious of Alexandra since she has found her burning question: "what is the 
source of my discontent?" All evidence from her childhood on up to the present points 
back to this question and no non-metaphysical answer--the wrong place, the wrong 
friends, the wrong job, etc.--fits, satisfies, ends the search. No, hers is a metaphysical 
question that won't go away, that hounds her (with my screw-turning help), that she 
can only avoid or grapple with. That is the nature of a burning question: I can only 
avoid it or grapple with it, but it is mine and it will not go away. Nor do I know how to 
answer it and yet I must. I must. I must! 
 
Each day while inquiring with conversation partners, I help them to discover such 
burning questions--their burning questions. When another comes to me and exposes 
himself, it is only a matter of time before he is confronted with the question from which 
he can't run or wriggle free. Running, it goes with him as his shadowy foe. Fearing it, it 
remains. Wishing it away, it returns. Seeking its decimation, it remains... It remains...  
 
Fine for him, but what of mine? What is my burning question? But what?  
 



Is it: what is that damn wall anyway? No, I know that, but the wall is pointing to 
something else. Is it: from what am I holding myself back? Not bad, not quite, but this 
too points toward it. Why am I so restrained? What is God? (20 questions.) What 
impedes me from surrendering? Frankly, does anything I do require courage? Why are 
most things so frictionless for me? These questions circle and circle about the 
question: why am I so damn reticent about going beyond certain limits?  
 
The question sounds harmless for others but not for me. What else collects this array 
of experiences: my mild fear of the wild and the woods when I was boy; my overly 
facile ability to give up in sports when I wasn't taken seriously; the ease with which I 
got over my relationship with a woman I almost married; my temperance with respect 
to food and drink and prudence with respect to bounds; my acquiescences; my 
seeming unflappable composure; my fascination with yet reticence about dancing; my 
dull fear of losing myself in God; my modesty about my body; my ability to turn things 
down without struggle or regret; my too-long lack of adventuresomeness; my lack of 
recklessness, usually; my sense that even when I bring others into danger I myself 
remain tranquil, out of harm's way, am not; my emotional distance; my waking up and 
freaking out when we tried this abnormally strong pot tea some years ago; my general 
distance from group activities; my not letting others into my heart; the senses in which I 
can control myself and keep myself under control... 
 
Apollo without Dionysus. Nietzsche would kill me or, not bothering with all that, just 
laugh at me. 
 

* 

 
We are hiking toward a waterfall in the wooded mountains that surround the City of 
Santa Barbara. Zen service is over. Thank God. After four years of drought, the 
waterfall, which we arrive at after about an hour of good hiking, isn't much to speak of: 
some trickles piddling out yet, to us, still something to behold. Water! Often, when I see 
rare fresh water in California, I think of T.S. Eliot's The Waste Land, specifically the 
poetic speaker's conjuration of water in "What the Thunder Said":  

If there were the sound of water only  



Not the cicada  

And dry grass singing  

But sound of water over a rock 

Where the hermit-thrush sings in the pine trees  

Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop  

But there is no water 

For years, I've loved that "Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop," the sound of it, the 
agony of the following line: "But there is no water."  
 
"There are," I hear myself saying, "only three possible metaphysical sources of your 
discontent: the Buddhist claim that the ego holds you captive, the gnostic claim that 
the material world is inherently corrupt, and the theistic claim that you are severed from 
God. Of course, whatever answer comes to you will have to be lived, felt, experienced; 
it can't just be thought."  
 
"I don't know," she says. 
 

* 

 

We are funny 30-somethings. It just seems like a good idea, a genuine no-brainer, to 

attend Catholic mass at 9 a.m. on a Wednesday. That idea also make pretty good 

sense to the rest of the congregants around us, most of whom are in the their 70s at 

least, pushing 80, 85. Having grown up Catholic, Alexandra knows more of the words, 

but man do I belt them out when I see them coming 'round again. I love the wooden 

rib-vaulted ceiling as well as the touching, passing sweet words of hallelujah. 



Sometimes I forget the extent to which Christianity unfolds in stories--and in mysteries. 

Surprisingly, I forget the centrality of the Eucharist. When I was a boy, the whole 

service just seemed as if it were a random concatenation of hymns, prayers, an 

unnecessarily incomprehensible sermon, and a "peace be with you" signaling a "Thank 

God it's over."  

 

Alexandra was moved by the service without being able to put her finger on what or 

why.  

 

If there is a supreme religious emotion, it is arguably awe or astonishment, 

astonishment at the existence of the world, at the existence of anything, of it all. But 

there are other religious emotions too I long to feel and to feel more thoroughly than I 

have until now, these being joy, gladness, reverence, humility, compassion, gratitude, 

and love. In the centering prayer, one to which I am new, I focus, without thinking or 

reciting, on love. To love. Loved. Loving. God is Love. Is Love. Isness. Silence.  

 

* 

 

In bed before we say goodnight, Alexandra whispers, "The source of my discontent is 
the loss of God." She pauses. "I am severed from Him; I must find Him." In this, we are 
one. 


