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What We Really Want

I’m now 70 years old, and something that has been on my
mind lately is the memory of my second hospice patient, whom
I met when I was 48. He was also close to 70 and still an
active horse shoer in northern California, when out of the blue
he was diagnosed with liver cancer. He died four months later,
and what happened to him is another perfect example of how
we’re all skating on thin ice. 

Recently we saw a man on a TV show who was angry for 50
years—and then found out that the event that he was angry
about never actually happened. Fifty years is a long time to
waste your life living with a closed heart.

In one of his teachings, the Buddha exhorted us to remember
that we are not here forever; he said we should remind
ourselves that each day could be our last. The truth is, we have
no idea how long we have, yet we unconsciously assume we
have endless time. But if we remember that we have limited
time, and that we waste much of our life replaying the past
and worrying about the future, we can begin to relate to each
day in a new way. 

We can begin, perhaps for the first time, to take our life
seriously. We can also begin to truly appreciate the people
around us—the fact that they too have limited time. The
question is: Do we want to continue our self-centered and
small minded behaviors toward others, when any one of us
could die at any time? We certainly wouldn’t want someone to
die while we were angry at them, or filled with petty thoughts
and judgments about them.

The ephemeral nature of our lives reminds us to bring a little
more urgency to really being here, to committing more fully to
our spiritual path. This urgency doesn’t need to be grim—we
can be serious in our purpose without being morose. 

There’s an old Zen term called “tangaryo.” It’s used to describe
the three- to five-day sitting period that new students go
through, to demonstrate their sincerity before being allowed to
enter the monastery. But the deeper meaning is that it is a
time of looking at ourselves as if we were examining a leaf—
seeing every detail in depth, looking at what we understand,
what we value, and the depth of our commitments.

A particularly interesting question to ask ourselves is, “What am
I truly committed to?” It’s especially important to see how
many of our Me’s are committed to sleep: the Me that believes

The Authentic Life 
Ezra’s latest book, The
Authentic Life: Zen
Wisdom for Living Free
from Complacency and
Fear, is now available in
the Zen Center Book
Store. It will be available
online and in book stores
after April 8.

April Sesshin
The Center is closed for
the five-day April
sesshin, from April 14
through April 19. Daisan
resumes on Tuesday,
April 22.

Questhaven Retreat 
Applications can be
submitted for the
Questhaven Sesshin
beginning on April 12.
The sesshin is from June
12–15. Space is limited
so please apply early.

Announcements

Sesshin Application

Click here to see this
newsletter online.
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its thoughts and judgments; the Me that is ruled by its
emotions; the Me that can’t stay present for more than few
moments. 

The Dalai Lama had an interesting comment on how we are
committed to waking sleep. When asked what surprises him
most, he answered that it was man. He said, “man sacrifices
his health in order to make money. Then he sacrifices money to
recuperate his health. And then he is so anxious about the
future that he does not enjoy the present. As a result, he does
not live in the present or the future; he lives as if he is never
going to die, and then dies having never really lived.”

It’s important to understand that what we really want—what
we’re committed to—is defined precisely by what we actually
do. For example, if we spend a lot of time mindlessly surfing
the web, that means were committed to entertaining ourselves
with diversions. If we expend a lot of our energy in anger or
worry, it means we’re committed to reinforcing those exact
emotional patterns. 

We can say and believe that our deepest commitment is to
waking up and living authentically, but a verbal commitment is
not enough. Our commitment has to be manifested in how we
live, and in the depth of our ability to persevere. This is why
it’s so important to be honest in observing where we spend our
time and energy. Looking clearly at how we spend our time and
energy isn’t about making ourselves feel guilty. It’s to see
where we choose to be asleep. 

At some point we may begin to feel remorse for what we’re
actually committed to, and this, in turn, can help us to cultivate
new commitments. For example, if we’re committed to being
angry, or worrying, or wasting time online—at some point we
may need to feel the remorse of being disconnected from our
true heart before we can truly commit to living more
genuinely. 

When I speak about remorse I’m not referring to guilt. Guilt is
based in thinking—it is anger directed against ourselves for
things we’ve done. Remorse is based in the heart—it is the
ache in the heart that arises when we go against our true
nature.

Please be clear that we can have many healthy commitments—
to people, to our work, to physical activities. These
commitments can certainly contribute to a sense of personal
happiness, where we feel a sense of fulfillment. 

The commitment to living authentically is a little different, in
that the essence qualities that we’re cultivating—such as the
ability to be present, to live openly and honestly, to live from
gratitude and with kindness—bring a much deeper level of
happiness. The more we are committed to living genuinely,
which on the most profound level is what we really want, the
more our priorities become clear.

Sometimes I wake up in the middle the night and can’t go back
to sleep. There’s a desire to drift off into planning and fantasies
to avoid feeling the discomfort that I’m feeling. 

we don’t live
according to what
we genuinely
value, we lose our
life—moment by
moment. 
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But when I ask myself what I really want in that moment, the
answer is always clear: what I most genuinely wish to do is
dwell in the heart. When I remember this, I simply breathe into
the center of the chest, saying the lines: “Breathing in,
dwelling in the heart; Breathing out, just Being.” 

The key point is: if we don’t live according to what we
genuinely value, we lose our life—moment by moment. This
last year has made me more aware than ever that I don’t have
endless time. Underneath the surface the awareness is there
that the end is much closer than the beginning. This doesn’t
feel morose or pessimistic; rather, it brings an awareness of
what is most important. It reminds me again and again to not
waste time on unnecessary things.

It also allows me to appreciate the people and things that I
value most. For example, Elizabeth and I have been together
for almost twenty-two years, and it would be very easy to get
caught in habitual patterns or just take her for granted. But
one thing this last year has given me is how much I appreciate
her—and I now remember it literally every single day. 

Ask yourself what you really want. And to answer, just look at
what you do. And if the answer is disturbing to you, let that be
the first step to committing to living more genuinely. 
 
 

Ezra Bayda, excerpted from The Authentic Life
(Shambhala, April 2014)
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