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How Can I Help?

Recently, Ezra and I meditated in St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New
York City. We lit a candle, on behalf of all people and nations,
with the aspiration that we all be able to live
harmoniously, compassionately, and with forgiveness.

Sometimes the mind hears words like these, and falls into
cynicism or disheartenment. Yet extending a wish like this can
help refresh our spirit, just as the words of our service
dedications express our deepest wishes. Words like these can
also remind us of what’s not helpful—like spinning in distressing
thoughts and attitudes that blind us to what we value most.

Many folks are experiencing adversity right now. For some, it’s
health, relationships, or livelihood—often involving unwanted or
unavoidable situations. For others, there are reactions to the
election process and results. Because we don’t want the
meditation hall to become a site for group gripes, much of what
people are dealing with is covered in individual interviews. This
helps keep things focused on how to practice with our reactions
to what’s of concern, rather than letting opinions and reactions
abound—which can lead us to forget that the point of meditative
practice is to help us awaken in these situations.

Since it isn’t always clear whether we’re evaluating a situation
objectively, or are driven by emotional reactivity, it’s helpful to
distinguish between several things:

the situation that we find challenging;
our reaction to it;
the life-centered path of awakening, and
how we can help.

All of these things allow awareness to pervade the shadowy
areas that need illumination. Seeing them clearly is an antidote
to focusing on what we see as wrong, or falling into
catastrophizing, which increases our sense of disconnection.

Both meditative awareness and taking action in the world remind
us of what Gandhi said: that our concerns and actions can’t be
dependent on getting the results we want, when we want them.
We simply do what we believe is right, because it’s aligned with
our deepest values.

One of the most helpful tools for seeing these things more
clearly is the Parable of the Arrows: A wise elder was once
asked, “What causes suffering?” She said “If someone is struck
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The second arrows
will double our
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our best efforts,
and leave
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by an arrow, is it painful?” Yes. “If the person is struck again by
a second arrow in the same place, is it even more painful?” Yes.
She said, “In life, we can’t always control the first arrows—the
difficult situations that come. However, we can refrain from
exacerbating our reactions and judgments, which are the second
arrows.” Otherwise, the second arrows will double our suffering,
sabotage our best efforts, and leave us discouraged or hopeless.

If the mind hears things like this and responds “Really, what can
one person do,” let’s remember that throughout history, it has
often been one person who has made a great difference.

There are many things that fall under what Zen calls Right
Action. Each of us can engage in activities like volunteering,
signing petitions, or attending vigils. We can also donate some of
our resources to life-centered things like ameliorating climate
change, clean energy production, or teaching a refugee how to
read. The need is great, and each of us has areas that speak to
us.

We can find ways to contribute, either alone or with others, to
focus on constructive or beneficial approaches to situations. If
we’re mobile, and have a little time and a few resources, no one
can prevent us from finding some way to engage in these things
—except us.

One example: some ZCSD folks and White Plum meditation
teachers have stood vigil, donated or signed petitions, to show
their concern for the Dakota access oil pipeline construction,
which currently runs through lands sacred to the Standing Rock
Lakota Sioux Nation, as well as potentially imperiling water
quality. As a testament to the power of these actions, which
reflect Zen’s vow to live beneficially for all, the Army decided to
discontinue its plans to forcibly remove those standing vigil.

Whatever we do to help, it’s essential to refrain from indulging in
warlike thoughts, words or actions toward those with whom we
disagree strongly, or to demonize people for religious or cultural
reasons. Thomas Jefferson said: “I never considered a difference
of opinion in politics, in religion, in philosophy, as a cause for
withdrawing from a friend.” These things aren’t always easy, yet
there’s a high price
for forgetting that our basic interconnectedness includes those
whose views we don’t share.

To recap, the essentials for bringing a practice perspective to
challenges include:

awareness of the situation;
our reaction;
WIPITS (an acronym for “what is practice in this
situation”); and
considering constructive action in daily life.

Unless these are all included, things are likely to be messy.

A practice that can be helpful is Recognize, Refrain and Return.
It involves recognizing that you’re caught in an unskillful pattern
of thinking, speaking or acting. As soon as you notice that this
has happened, you refrain from indulging it—by letting the
pattern continue to run, externally or internally. This step must
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be followed immediately by returning—by intentionally bringing
awareness to the actual present moment, grounded in breath,
body and environment.

Another helpful practice is the phrase Not Happening Now—a
reminder to determine whether what we’re obsessing about is
actually happening at present. For instance, laws have not
currently been enacted to remove cultural or religious groups
from the U.S. That may, in fact, happen, but it is much better to
be mindfully patient, while perhaps planning for the worst, yet
without being caught in emotional turmoil.

A practice phrase that many find helpful is: Just Like Me. When
we notice that we’re bothered by something someone is doing,
we can take a pause to say “just like me,” and remember a time
that we too have been unskillful in some similar way. It’s not
hard to find examples from our own lives.

And finally, an absolute essential as we engage in this
challenging “applied practice,” is to continue to address the core
pain that is already on board. It tends to surface, seeking to be
healed, in times of difficulty. Ignored, it can sabotage our best
efforts, leaving us discouraged, or fearing that we’re failing
practice.

As we tune in on these possibilities for enlightening the murky
areas where our misery hangs out, we’ll be more capable of
connecting with resilience, and our innate good-hearted nature.

When we focus on painful things as part of practice, it’s also
important to remember the value of tuning in on the wonders
that are present as well. This isn’t an escape; it allows
awareness to be more inclusive. Remember, we’re not alone.
Remember also that having our own practice, as well as a
community (either local, or an online venue), can provide
encouragement, and refresh awareness. Never underestimate
the power of a practice community to help support our aspiration
in many ways.

Elizabeth Hamilton
 

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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