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Reflections from Paris

Elizabeth and I recently got back from a trip to Paris. It was in

part a vacation and in part an informal retreat for both of us.

We’ve traveled quite a bit the last 18 years, and one of the

things we love to do is go to classical concerts in old churches.

We’ve attended some great concerts in Rome, London, Venice,

and Amsterdam, as well as quite a few in Paris.

We attended two concerts this trip, both solo performances, and

they may have been two of the most striking performances

we’ve ever seen. Both of the performers were quite young—

probably not even thirty—and both played for over an hour

without any sheet music. One played the cello and the other

played the piano. What was so striking was the incredible skill

with which they played some very complex pieces. One of the

piano pieces was by Rachmaninoff, and both of us were literally

awestruck by the skill of this young woman. I was watching her

hands but I almost couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

What kind of dedication does it take to do that? I can only

imagine how much effort is involved. It made me wonder what it

would be like for all of us if we had the same kind of dedication

to our Zen practice; if we put in as much effort into our

meditation, and into trying to live with more presence?

I know practicing music is a skill and a somewhat different kind

of effort; and that the resistance to our efforts in practice may

run deeper. But still—it made me wonder.
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We led a short retreat while we were there. I was pretty

impressed that the two of our students flew all the way from

Milan, Italy just to sit for four hours. Here in San Diego I know

sometimes there may be resistance to coming to the center

simply because traffic is bad, or for me, if I don’t feel that well,

so it made their trip even more impressive. I think it reminded

me of the same flavor of dedication that we observed in the two

young musicians.

On the opposite end, when we were in San Sulpice, a very old

and beautiful cathedral where we went to sit and meditate, we

saw two men sitting in the church reading newspapers as if they

were in a coffee shop. Can you imagine anyone doing that in the

Zendo?

When we start on a spiritual path, our intention, our dedication

to live more genuinely, may only be about five percent of our

various motivations. The other ninety-five percent may be on the

usual things, such as security, comfort, looking good, pleasure,

and so on. Over time, our aspiration grows and we become

increasingly disappointed in our usual life strategies, such as

trying to please, trying to hide, trying to win. At some point, we

may realize that it’s actually more painful to continue pursuing

these strategies, primarily because they keep us caught in a life

that fluctuates between complacency and dissatisfaction.

As I’ve written about before, the real tipping point comes when

our aspiration goes from forty-nine to fifty-one percent. This is

the point where the teeter-totter of off-and-on-again spiritual

efforts finally settles into a more stable and constant place.

Although we’re bound to alternate through phases of spiritual

enthusiasm and spiritual dryness, still, our dedication can

become more and more the central orientation of our lives.

During this process, there is a point at which an essential shift
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occurs in our Being. We move from being stuck in a life whose

primary goals are comfort, security, approval, and control—all of

which fortify self-centeredness and unhappiness—to a growing

orientation toward wanting to live more from our deepest values.

This shift is not like a change in mood, or a temporary phase, or

even a change in attitude—it’s an actual change in our Being.

This shift deepens our willingness to persevere, and although

strong emotions and old patterns may resurface once in a while,

fundamentally there is no turning back. Without this shift in our

Being we will always be at the mercy of our moods, desires,

opinions and emotions, as well as of our ever-changing external

life circumstances. In other words, we will perpetuate a life that

alternates between complacency and unhappiness.

I’m currently writing a book called Aging For Beginners, and one

of the main themes is the realization that we don’t have endless

time. This is perhaps one of the most essential things that can

point us in the right direction—that is, truly experiencing, within

ourselves, what can be called the “crisis of aging.” This comes

about when we experience the actual emotional realization that

we don’t have limitless time—and that the amount of time we

have left is uncertain.

But we don’t have to wait until we’re “old” to experience this—it

can happen at any point in our lifetime. Seeing the full

significance of this can be the wake-up that we need to foster a

serious re-prioritizing toward doing what we feel is of most value

—to living from what is truly important.

Sometimes it’s good to reflect on our own dedication to practice,

to look at if we’re living our values, and to look at the quality of

our efforts. I don’t mean this to be in the spirit of self-judgment

—but more as a reflection on what we’re really up to. That’s part

of what Elizabeth and I do when we do our informal retreats

while we’re traveling. We went this time with the intention to do



ZCSD Newsletter: Reflections from Paris

http://hosted.verticalresponse.com/1294011/1fa636cf18/544846401/d8a8410c26/[7/4/2017 10:50:03 AM]

some reflection, and also to be sure to continue sitting three

times a day, just like when we’re here. Even though we were on

vacation, mostly we kept to it. It may seem like a small thing

when I compare it to the dedication of the two young musicians.

But still, it did allow us maintain a kind of evenness of presence

that helped make the trip very worthwhile and very pleasurable.

One last comment: just so it’s clear that our travels are not just

about sitting and doing retreats. A high point for both of us was

going to a jazz club, housed in an underground cavern, where

people go to swing dance. We were the first ones on the floor,

which for me took a little bit of courage; and even though we

only had the stamina for a few dances, it was great fun; and like

I said, a high point of the trip. The point is: Dedication is not just

about practice; even more, it’s about living knowing that we

don’t have endless time.

Ezra Bayda 

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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