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Gaps and Our Unconditioned Nature

Occasionally someone says “I’ve been practicing for a long time,
yet I keep falling back into my old delusions. Why can’t I wake
up to the unconditioned nature that Zen talks about?”

One of Zen’s paradoxes is that conditioning and blinders are
aspects of unconditioned nature, yet they can, simultaneously,
blind us to life’s indivisibility. When we hear that the true nature
of things is unbroken and whole, it can sound perplexing,
especially if we suspect that something is lacking in us, others,
and the world. Because of this paradox, Zen training gives us a
dual mandate, to clarify our delusions and conditioning, while
also cultivating awareness of fundamental reality.

What helps awaken an experiential sense of the nature of
Being? What helps enlighten the things that obscure the bigger
view? For millennia Zen has provided ways to open up the
constricted space between our ears. Koans like “Show me your
face before your parents’ birth” reveal that the big questions in
life are rarely resolved solely through logic and linear thinking. In
addition, physically-grounded basic practices like dual
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awareness (attention inside and outside the skin) invite us to
tune in to the inclusivity of breath, body and environment, as a
diving board into full awareness.

Our dedication to waking up and living compassionately requires
clarifying our gaps, those areas where the light rarely shines.
Two of the primary gaps that hinder awareness of the true
nature of things are unresolved core pain and unclarity about
our ego-system’s filters. Although both of these are addressed
regularly, they’re frequently misunderstood or underestimated. 

First, core pain is that mass of bodily discomfort that seems
embedded in our cells. Usually it festers subliminally, sometimes
surfacing as an ache, shrinking, quivering, or heaviness. It also
shows up in out-of-proportion reactions, where a situation that
seems trivial triggers an avalanche of core pain, with intimations
of cellular memory. It’s understandable to fear that intentionally
addressing core pain might make us feel worse—will we fall into
suffering and never recover? Actually the opposite is the case,
as we discover by learning to “rest on the icy couch,” as Benoit
put it. Meanwhile core pain lies in wait, hoping to be met with
the gentle, embodied awareness that allows it to become more
porous and to resolve. 

Now for the main blinder, the one that glues our delusions
together: unclarity about our ego-identities. Bringing objective
awareness to the most subjective thing, our me-self, isn’t easy.
Our identities are so deeply entrenched that we often presume,
even after years of practice, that the way we see ourselves is
the Truth of what we are. And while our “self” is as close as our
heartbeat, large areas can be off-limits, since we often focus
primarily on the persona that we present to others. We also
need to observe any negative self-images, like believing that
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we’re fundamentally unworthy, and whatever else lurks out of
sight, binding and blinding us from the shadowlands.   

We can cling to our self-images, habits and attitudes like a dog
with a bone. Ezra’s recent talk, “No One Special To Be”
(Tricycle, Fall 2014), is a hard sell, since our primary enterprise
is to be a somebody, to portray ourselves a particular way—
even a meditator—rather than no one special to be.

Can you think of some self-image that you’re virtually addicted
to? Sometimes it’s what psychology speaks of as role lock, or
being tightly bound to some role we fill. Since gaps in our ego-
identities impact formal practice and daily life, it takes
conscious, ongoing investigation to insure that they don’t put
their fingerprints on our relationships and livelihood. Nor do we
want to tweak formal practice into a self-serving enterprise, by
not sitting regularly, or selecting practice tools that we like,
rather than those that are needed to illuminate specific areas. A
common example is avoiding thought labeling, and then
wondering why our minds remain muddled. 

The ego-self’s blind spots are blind by definition, so we need
clues to discover what’s hidden in the psyche’s crawl spaces.
See if any of these are familiar: defensiveness when someone
mentions one of our traits; overdoing activities, reactions, or
substances; underdoing, through resistance, vagueness,
avoidance, procrastination; secrecy, trying to conceal some
habit or pattern from others; emotional laziness, letting our
moods or feelings determine our words and actions, or focusing
on the faults of others rather than recognizing our own escape
hatches and distractions.

Our ongoing path includes bringing gentle, undistorted
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awareness to our gaps. This is part of the Windex that clears
our foggy lenses, by bringing precision to working with our
blinders, core pain and ego-trips. This, in turn, disempowers
their tendency to impede the subtle call of our unconditioned
nature, which beckons us to awaken to the greater Self in
which our me-stuff is enmeshed. 

The gradual enlightening of our gaps, cultivation of full
presence, and vows to live beneficially and nonharmingly,
together form a scientific faith experiment. Like good scientists,
we try it and see if it provides a roadmap for traversing the
terrain of “the unconditioned manifesting freely, as our
conditioned body.” (Ezra, “What is Our Life About”)

Elizabeth Hamilton, Meditations at the Edge

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org

Click to view this email in a browser 

If you no longer wish to receive these emails, please reply to this message with "Unsubscribe" in the subject l ine or simply c lick on the following link: Unsubscribe

Zen Center San Diego
2047 Felspar Street
San Diego, 92109
US

Read the VerticalResponse marketing policy.

http://www.verticalresponse.com/landing/ef/?mm/69cea87c07&utm_campaign=footer&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=footer
http://www.verticalresponse.com/content/pm_policy.html
http://cts.vresp.com/u?69cea87c07/a8fe079c3c/
http://hosted.verticalresponse.com/1294011/69cea87c07/TEST/TEST/
http://cts.vresp.com/c/?ZenCenterSanDiego/69cea87c07/a8fe079c3c/a84146c12a
http://pdfcrowd.com/html-to-pdf-api/?ref=pdf
http://pdfcrowd.com/customize/
http://pdfcrowd.com/redirect/?url=http%3a%2f%2fhosted.verticalresponse.com%2f1294011%2f69cea87c07%2f544846401%2fa8fe079c3c%2f&id=ma-141109121435-6d8570a3
http://pdfcrowd.com

