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  Technical terms


  I have done my best to eliminate Sanskrit words from the main text. Where they may aid the more specialised reader they are given in end notes. Even there, however, I have
  dispensed with diacritical marks. The reason for this policy is that it assists the process whereby a range of Buddhist terms is gradually becoming accepted into the English language, a language
  from which such marks are absent. The scholar will have no difficulty knowing what word I am referring to. A few Sanskrit terms remain in the main text. These are not many, but they are very
  significant. They fall into the following categories. Firstly, there are words like nirvana, karma and buddha which have already found a place in the English language. Secondly, there are the four
  words dukkba, samudaya, nirodha and marga, the reinterpretation of which is a key feature of the story of the book. Thirdly, there are a very small number of other foreign
  words like samadhi (Sanskrit) and koan (Japanese) which it would be more confusing to translate than to leave alone. Generally, where a non-English word is used it appears in italic
  on first usage and in regular type thereafter. There is a glossary at the back of the book for the readers convenience.


  


  Part 1


  The Birth of Wisdom


  


   1 


  No Pearl without Grit


  We live in a world that is uniquely adapted to our needs. Above our heads the sky is perpetually rearranging its inspiring beauty. Here on the ground earth provides everything
  that the human race could require. Sounds, colours and tastes abound. We are remarkably fortunate or, at least, we could be, if it were not for certain of our propensities that introduce seemingly
  insuperable difficulties into this Garden of Eden. Life is not easy. Even in the midst of collective plenty, people may live individual lives of desperation and emptiness. Suffering and affliction
  are part of what it means to be alive.


  The problem of suffering has always been the inspiration for human passion in all its range from the highest achievements of art, spirit and culture through to the most sordid degradations of
  war, squalor and addiction. Often we turn to religion or spirituality in the hope of a magically reassuring answer. The Way taught by the Buddha1, however,
  begins with recognition of the reality that this wonderful life is also full of innumerable difficulties. We meet with obstacles and opposition. We also carry a lot of suffering and trouble about
  within ourselves.


  Generally, Buddhism is presented as the way to overcome suffering. It is formulated as a remedy for all the pain of life. This book does not present Buddhism that way. The message of the Buddha,
  as you will find it in these pages, is not that of escape, but of how to live a noble and satisfying life, in which the affliction and trouble are as essential as the grit is to the pearl. I will
  not tell you here that the enlightenment of the Buddha is a state in which you will no longer experience distress. Many things in the Buddhas own life were distressing enough and I do not think that his enlightenment was such as to make him insensitive to them.


  What I will do is to take you through the very first teaching that the Buddha gave. This is called The Setting in Motion of the Wheel of the Dharma. Dharma is the word for
  the Buddhas teaching. So this book is a reflection upon the way the Buddha first explained his enlightenment when it was very new and fresh. The Setting in Motion is thus an
  immensely rewarding discourse to reflect upon if one is interested in knowing what the Buddha offered and continues to offer to the world.


  The problem of suffering is at the heart of all spiritual enquiry. In the monotheistic religions, Christianity, Islam and Judaism, there is always the difficult question: if God is good and God
  made the world, why did he make it so full of suffering? Why do children die? Why do we see armies burn innocent civilians, volcanoes asphyxiate villages, and animals eat one another alive? If
  disaster has struck down somebody we love and we are a believer in God, we may well ask: does he not care? How can God be called good when the world works like this? This problem of suffering has
  been at the heart of the question of faith for westerners for a long time. Unable to resolve it, many in the past hundred years have abandoned religion and pinned their hopes on the advance of
  science as a new route to human salvation.


  Science, however, offers no better answers. Science will tell us how to do something, but not what to do. Science will just as readily supply us with the means to exterminate one another more
  efficiently as it will provide the means for us to feed one another. In itself, science is indifferent. The old god may have been open to question on the issues of whether he cared for his
  creatures or not. The new god, science, certainly does not care. Nor should it, particularly. Science is not a god, however much modern people may want to make it into one. The continuous
  application of science does not solve moral dilemmas. It does not address the struggle of the human heart.


  Since neither the old god nor the new one seem to have the answer to the question of suffering, an increasing number of people have turned toward Buddhism, looking for a new formula. In this
  book I will introduce the Buddhas teaching by showing how it is centrally concerned with the question of living meaningfully in an afflicted world. I will also, in
  passing, reveal some of the ways in which Buddhism has been commonly misunderstood.


  Every one of us has our story, and in that story there is suffering. Suffering is terrible, but a story without suffering is dull. The word spirit has something to do with the way
  we encounter adversity. A spiritual life should be a spirited one. The planet on which we live is beautiful, a kind of paradise. Yet, in the midst of the most amazing blessings, grief falls like an
  unexpected hail storm on a summer day, or like a winter of unexpected severity. Nor is it just the moment of injury that hurts. The pain goes on. The mother who loses a child may mourn for the rest
  of her life. The losses and separations that we all encounter mark us and make us. Nobody is truly mature who has not suffered.


  When we suffer we may look for someone to blame. Blame breeds feuds. Feuds breed more and more suffering. Much of the social structure of our civilisation has grown up historically to inhibit
  the terribly destructive effects of feuding and bitterness. This external structure, however, is often inadequate to the task. It is not easy to induce a gathering of human beings to live in real
  harmony, either with their neighbours or with their natural surroundings.


  Not only do we blame our neighbours, we also blame ourselves. This can be even more destructive. The anguish and shame which people carry within themselves become hard to bear and so we use the
  mechanisms of psychological repression. We stop looking at what we have done to ourselves. We paper over our hurt with a fabric of half-truths. Lives become shallow and unauthentic. Society as a
  whole begins to become a charade.


  Modern psychology has fathomed many of the mechanisms of mental repression and this is to the good. Knowing a bit about how something works, however, does not stop it happening. As the world
  becomes more and more crowded, we need to know more than how the mechanisms work. We need some guidance on how to live. It is in this climate that Buddhism has an appeal to many western people who
  have no family history of eastern spirituality.


  Buddhism is not a superficial palliative. The not uncommon interpretation of Buddhism which takes its message to be that, if you are sufficiently non-attached, you will be
  immune to grief because you will not care enough about anything to grieve over it, will not do. If the Buddhist message were simply that you will not suffer if you do not care, it would hardly have
  proved the inspiration that it has in the history of human civilisation.


  No. The Buddha did not teach escape. The Buddha taught noble living. Noble living is not pain-free but it is meaningful. Indeed, it is the very opposite of escape. The noble person is not a
  coward. The Buddha taught that a radical change is possible in the way a person lives their life and sees their world. This radical change is called enlightenment. Enlightenment is a cathartic
  experience. One should not be deceived by the word into thinking this is a cerebral affair. Enlightenment is heartfelt. Enlightenment experiences may be minor or massive. A person who sincerely
  seeks true spirituality may well have a number of major enlightenment experiences in a lifetime and a great many minor ones. They cannot be contrived and controlled because their very nature is
  that they are a break through into new authenticity.


  What should the seeker of enlightenment do? Fearlessly look into the seat of the trouble. Where the grief is strongest, the doubt most disturbing, the turmoil most opaque, the ignorance most
  dark  that is the place where enlightenment will break through. Lotuses only grow in swamps. When most people attempt this, however, they simply thrash about getting nowhere. Then they
  resort to the idea that enlightenment is so far off that they cannot be expected to attain it and settle for the moderate cultivation of a few virtues as a down payment on what they expect to be a
  very slow repayment plan. It takes a long time to redeem ones soul by such a method. In fact it does not work. Nonetheless, if one cannot summon the necessary energy, perhaps it is better
  than nothing.


  Then, one day, fate takes a hand. Suddenly, the things we had relied upon are threatened. Our loved one dies or, worse, turns out to be unfaithful. Or the bargain we had made with fate comes
  apart. Fate cannot be bargained with. A man came to see me, telling me of the terrible burdens he was labouring under. These were real enough. His wife had died ten years
  earlier. He had given up a promising career to dedicate himself to his children. In consequence he was now impoverished. Not only that. One child developed a degenerative physical disease. A second
  had recently been diagnosed schizophrenic. A third, he suspected, was taking drugs. The fourth was attempting to study for school-leaving exams while family stress raged around her. He felt
  exhausted.


  This man was near his limit. His afflictions were real enough. Actually, objectively, the situation had been just as bad for many years. Why was this the crisis time? Because he had inwardly set
  himself to cope until the children left home. He had paced himself to manage a difficult situation by holding on to the belief that it would end at a certain date and he would then be free. Now it
  was becoming rapidly obvious that fate was not going to keep its side of the bargain. At least two of the children, perhaps three, were not going to fly the nest at the appointed time.


  A similar kind of magical thinking often occurs when someone near to us is dying. We think: if I am just good enough, or caring enough (or whatever) they will not die. We make the
  effort and they die anyway. Then we despair and lose faith. Actually, it is this moment of despair when we have the greatest opportunity for real enlightenment. That is the point where reality
  breaks through our self-deception and gives us a chance to enter the real world where all real satisfactions are to be found. Enlightenment lies beyond despair.


  Similarly, the spiritual practitioner, pleasant in every way, who is regularly making instalments upon a place in nirvana or heaven, by meditating, prostrating, praying, reciting, making
  offerings and performing acts of charity, and regarded by all as a solid member of the congregation, is an excellent person who is still, nonetheless, deluded. His opportunity for enlightenment
  will come when he realises that his strategy is not going to work and has been ill-founded from the beginning. Unfortunately, it might not happen until he is on his death bed. Such a waste.


  In Buddhism there is no God to call to account. Suffering simply is. There is no denying it and there is no one to blame. Whoever may be to blame  perhaps even ourselves in a former
  manifestation  is no more. The present is what it is. There is no escape. We do our best to escape, nonetheless. The Buddha himself went to the utmost lengths to escape
  the suffering he carried within himself. He abandoned his wife and child. He rejected his birthright. He left teacher after teacher. He practised self-mortification to the limit. He was very hard
  on himself and difficult to live with at that time. Nothing could throw off the haunting knowledge that his mother died giving birth to him: the pain of knowledge that lay in his heart and that
  could never be undone. The important thing that the Buddha discovered was that none of his attempts to escape worked. Enlightenment came after he despaired of them. It came in the midst of the most
  terrible night of his life in which he did not get a wink of sleep because all the torments that were within him assailed him from every side. There are plenty of sanitised accounts of the night of
  the Buddhas enlightenment which paint us a picture of dignified triumphal procession with the Buddha winning every encounter. The reality, however, must have been a nightmare.


  In the end, he found himself grown up and alone. If this seems like a terrible prospect to you, stop reading now. It is, however, the gateway to all real satisfaction. In his new awakening he
  experienced the most profound joy there is. In his aloneness he found himself in communion with all beings everywhere.
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