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These are not all, but they are the most useful essays
from 2023 sorted by the seasons.

| don’t have time to ‘fine edit’ them and still get them
out there, but these are certainly in good-enough
shape to be readable.

And | don’t expect many, but hopefully some folks will
find these useful.

They are eclectic, yet the overriding theme is dharma
and dharma practice. Those of you who reach a
certain point in your own trajectory of dharma practice
may find some of these useful.

Michael@Erlewine.net
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“THE TIMES THEY ARE-A-CHANGIN" ”

January 1, 2024

“Come gather 'round people
Wherever you roam

And admit that the waters
Around you have grown

And accept it that soon
You'll be drenched to the bone
If your time to you is worth savin'

And you better start swimmin'
Or you'll sink like a stone
For the times they are a-changin

- Bob Dylan

These times remind me of when | had my major
stroke; | could not find a thread or way back into my
own history, try as | might. It took weeks to reestablish
some sort of history and reconnect.

And that’s the way | have felt lately, that the pathways
to our own recent past, perhaps before Covid, etc.
have closed and are no longer easy to find. | can’tin
good faith invoke that spirit or way of living that was
active only a few years ago. And | have really tried.
It's shallow compared to right now. We can’t go back.



And so, as mentioned in my New Year post, | cannot
pick up the thread to those recent times, so that |
might add to that history. It's gone void and rings
false. I’'m not one to beat a dead horse, so after many
weeks of pushing that envelope, | conclude that there
is a reason for my failure to reanimate the past. It's
gone.

And that’s because the past has passed, thrusting us
into new times, times that require a new or different
response or reaction on our part. | believe that’s
where we find ourselves now.

It’s finally gotten my attention enough that | have
ceased to beat the drum to resurrect our past way of
being which we have enjoyed until a few years ago
when Covid arose. We have changed.

What these new times will demand of us we have yet
to determine, and it’s very much up to us how we take
all this. | have pointed out, repeatedly, that all this
aligns with the peaking of the sunspot cycle in the
next year or so, now bringing more and more intense
solar flares and CMEs (Coronal Mass Ejections).
They are running tandem right now, this sense of
loss, and struggling against this time of solar
inundation is, well, hopeless.
A

p
Better to work with the tide of change, whether
enhanced by the solar cycle or not. To repeat myself,
it is we who will decide how to take and work with
these new times that are upon us. We can work with
the rising tide or struggle against it.

It would seem best to use this influx of change
following the old maxim “A rising tide raises all boats.”
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That's my choice and | am willing to shift my view to
work with the tide as | see how that can be done.

I’m an astrologer, not a fortune teller. | try to
understand what the changing solar and cosmic
conditions mean, and how we can use them. Here
that means we, each of us, are going to decide how
we react or respond to these changing times.
Reaction we already are doing, and that’s not so
good. By responding appropriately, we have an
opportunity to share these times as we are able.

I'd love to hear how each of you are taking all this.

[HOUSEKEEPING: Photo by me. Today was the day
I, on my hands and knees, in the attic crawlspace,
made it to the way back and put in sheets of 6mm
vinyl over 10-foot rafters to keep the fiberglass from
hanging out and falling down. Dirty job. Had to wash
all my clothes and myself as well. At least that’s done.
Michigan Wolverine football today at 5 PM EST.
Gonna’ make popcorn, sliced apple, and watch it with
Margaret.]






THE RIVER OF LETHE:
FORGETFULNESS

January 2, 1924

The philosopher George Santayana, said “Those who
cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat
it.” This would make sense if we HAD experienced the
past. However, in most cases folks are not doomed to
repeat it because they never experienced it in the first
place. An article in a book? Good luck. Today’s youth
don’t read. They ‘media’ and while a picture is worth a
thousand words, something is also lost without the
written word.

Memory, a kind of brick wall that we can’t just get
around, if we never had the experience that someone
is recommending. It's not that someone is ignoring the
past if they were not there to experience it. We can’t
ignore what we have never seen or experienced. Of
course, they were born too late to remember what
elders can.

In other words, we can’t wake up and take note of a
past we never had or experienced. As elders, we are
pointing to something that was available fifty or sixty
years ago, and our kids are only 20 or 40 years old
now. They can’t possibly know what we are talking
about, except from old movies or books. And reading
is not as popular these days.

It's of no use because we are not useful if we are
talking about something that happened before you
were born. You don’t know what I'm talking about
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because you don’t know what I'm talking about. Who
has time for that kind of education?

And so, our clique of readers or listeners here on
Facebook is by definition a declining asset. We
remember what is already fading. Or, like the old
blues players used to say, “Ain’'t but a few of us left.”

| can tell you about the old days, but | can’t give you
that experience or even say where you can get it. So,
that’s a problem we old folks have, the stories that no
one remembers because they were not born yet. And
so, if we are preaching to the choir, that choir grows
smaller and smaller with each passing year. Our
memories are evaporating. Not news.

And perhaps this effect goes both ways, meaning we
are not able to experience what younger persons are
now experiencing because our ‘experiencer” is no
longer pliable or flexible, just too old to tune into their
present moment. Memory goes both ways.

And so, this perhaps is why old people like me tell
stories, because that’s all we have and should not be
surprised if they don’t get your attention. We don't
share our memories with those younger than us
because there is nothing to share. Younger folks were
not there and don’t share those memories because
they don’t have them. It’s like building sand castles
while the tide comes in. This fact limits what we can
talk about, so what can we talk about?

The result is that we talk about subjects that are

common to all of us, topics like life, death, and religion
of one sort or another. The word ‘religion’ comes from
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the Latin word ‘religare’, which means “to tie” or bind,
the things that last or last longest.

These things that last come the closest to being
universal because, as mentioned, they last longest. In
other words, these truths are the future because they
will last until then, while other things melt away and
are forgotten. The things that last long will still be
there in the future.

In other words, these things that ‘last’ are perhaps the
only hedge we have against memory loss or
memories that we never had because we are too
young. And so eternal verities are the only coin of the
realm for the aging AND the young, because we all
think about these things at some level. Old people
think about death and youngsters do too, at least to
some degree.

For example, you younger souls may have heard the
songs of Chuck Berry, one of the kings of rock n’ roll; |
actually met him in person at a party in 1964. There is
a difference. And less and less people each year
have heard Berry’s song “Mabellene,” and there is not
much we can do about that.

“‘Maybellene, why can't you be true?

Oh, Maybellene, why can't you be true?

You done started back doin' the things you used to
do.”

The lyrics to the Chuck Berry song “Maybellene” won'’t
get far in time, not that far. Who can remember them,
even now? And so, what kind of ideas are more
universal and common to us all?
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That’s where we come up with thoughts of death and
taxes, something everyone will know something
about, and that have the currency to be remembered
by old and young.

For example, this Facebook blog by default caters to
older people like myself because we want to
remember or do remember and have something to
remember. Younger people don’t have what we do
remember because they were not there and don’t
have those memories. A perfect non-sequitur.

What's the point if what we write is so abstract that it
does not get across and make sense? | have
wondered about this. For example, in dharma study:

Mahasiddhas (great dharma teachers) are not telling
us something that we can remember or have ever
known, but rather of something we have never
experienced, never known. And so, that’s similar to
having no memory at all, just because we have not
had it yet. And so, what'’s the point?

Their reason or purpose is to embed or imprint in us
something that we can find within us if we will actually
look, something perhaps we can get a sense of from
their writing or at least a whiff. For example, by
definition we have not recognized the nature of the
mind, until we have.

However, at first look, these things of the dharma are
very abstract, at least to us who have no experience
or actual memory of them. The dharma texts say
these lamas are ‘pointing out’ experiences and
realizations that we know nothing of at this point, but
that they consider to be of crucial importance.
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They ae sowing the seeds of our enlightenment, what
can come, and not a memory we are trying to keep in
mind.

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]

THE TURN OF THE SCREW

January 3, 2024
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Life is always upping the ante, raising the bar. | just
get kind of comfortable delivering to myself my own
thoughts, sensing I’'m on the right course, and a bit of
chaos comes along, upsets the applecart, and
scrambles the parameters all over again. And after
the smoke clears and the fallout falls out, | find a new
set of parameters in place, and they are always more
strict, yet somehow also very authentic. The turn of
the screw.

| cannot disagree with the new requirements and
although they are more unforgiving, at the same time,
they also are more integral. And integral is an offer |
can’t refuse; | am always game for the authentic.
What is authentic?

If I can adjust and get used to the new rules, the
raising of the bar, | come out of it a better kind of me,
and that’s a good thing.

The cost is some kind of re-tooling on my part, being
more realistic, and exploring the rules of the new ‘me’,
so to speak.

Yet, when it all calms down and becomes normal, |
find that | am good to go, better than | was, more
actually there, so who can complain?

I’m going through one of those times now, in the
middle of all the chaos in the world right now, the
wars, the politics, the Covid, and on and on. It’s
disorienting by definition, of course.

This amounts to realizing the uselessness, the
ineffectualness, of my current view and state of mind,
and just by seeing that is enough to pop the balloon |
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have been in, and shrink me down to a more efficient
self-size, if you follow me.

Of course, this is a comedown from being more
puffed up, a reevaluation, and requires a back-to-the-
drawing-board session. The teardown is painful, yet
there is nothing to regret because its been exposed
by me as not authentic. And even | agree that’s not
good, and so, with no argument | find myself
rebuilding my house of cards, once again, hopefully
on a more firm foundation.

There you have it, pretty well expressed, so there
should be little doubt what | am talking about here.

This is the power of a realization. Nothing more need
be said. Once realized, reorganization follows
automatically. No real choice because with realization
WE are the realizer. It's doesn’t get better or more
direct than that. A realization is a direct experience. A
realization is a taste of non-duality, and gives us an
idea or what non-dual meditation is all about.

So, color me caught in my own vice grip. I've been
served, and by me. | have no choice but to follow
through. Does this happen to you?

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]
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WE CAN'T UNREALIZE

January 4, 2024

Tibetans love the concept of seeing a coiled snake on
the floor and realizing it is just a piece of rope. That's
what realization does.

Just as we can’t unsee what is seen, we can’t
unrealize what is realized. If you think it's hard to
realize the true nature of the mind, it's impossible to
un-realize what has been realized.

What | write each day is more demanding as time
goes on. And by ‘demanding” | don’t mean it takes me
more time. What | mean is that the bar continues to
be raised so that | have to be increasingly more
integral in what | write, as | see it, to communicate to
others.

| am reminded of the widening gyre of Yeats poem
“The Second Coming.” | certainly am not escaping the
widening of the gyre. | have to work within it. That is
the nature of Samsara.

In practical terms, the whole concept of Samsara
means we work against what’s good for us, against
our own true nature and are not even aware of it.
That's what Samsara is, failing to realize the nature of
the mind and how it works. In other words, we work
counter to our own best interests.

Is it any wonder that from time to time we are brought

down a peg or two and have to rebuild our little house
of cards?
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We should welcome this sobering rather than
continue to ignore or work counter to the truth of our
existence or lack thereof. One thing that helps is to
recognize that we are not to blame for ignoring the
truth of reality. It is not like we once knew and turned
away. My dharma teacher made it very clear that we
never knew and have never known anything but
reifying and ignoring reality. We have yet to be aware,
much less to realize it.

And it is not conscious ignoring on our part, but rather
ignorance is our heritage. We were born into it and of
it. And it is not a case of original sin as some faiths
have it. We did not know and then fall away from
grace. We have never known grace although it exists
within us all this time. We don’t realize it. That’s the
key issue.

And this is why the word Buddha means “aware”
because the historical Buddha succeeded in
becoming aware of what we are unaware of. He
became aware and understood, experienced it
consciously, and then ‘Realized’ the true nature of the
mind and how it works, and that realization, like all
realizations, stuck.

Realization is not something that comes and goes.
Realization comes and stays. That’s its nature.

In other words, ‘Realization’, by nature, dispels
ignorance because it is nothing more than that we see
our mistake, how we mistook reality to be something it
is not. And in that moment of realization, as the
Tibetans say, the darkness of eons of ignorance
vanishes like striking a match in a dark cave.
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The only thing that happens is that we can suddenly
see because of the light of awareness, and the
darkness just vanishes. However, realization is a one-
way street. Once we realize, we cannot go back to not
having realized, to not seeing. We have seen or
realized and thus we have realized.

The Buddha became aware and with that stopped
ignoring the true nature of the mind. And he spent the
rest of his life trying to point out to the rest of us how
we too can realize the true nature of the mind.

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]
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ENDEMIC SOLAR FLARES

January 4, 2024

The increase in solar flares over the next year, as the
sunspot cycle reaches a maximum, will no doubt
release a slew of new everything: inventions, start-
ups, trends, and all things creative.

Which of these will survive is another story, because
the onslaught of solar change drives us forward, yet
the direction of this energy depends on how prepared
we are to launch anything. Many will skyrocket up and
fall back down to earth as non-starters.

And it’s not like we are bystanders, watching all this
happen. The same change that drives entrepreneurs
drives us and at the same time. So, we had best
watch or mind our P’s and Q’s. because we are not
immune from having to deal with this same surge of
change. Change is like cash. Spend it if you have it,
but whether you end up with a sound investment is
another matter.

Most of us are just blown around by the winds of
change and end up disoriented or overwhelmed by it.
We ride these winds at our own risk or hunker down
and wait it out. Left to our own devices, this rush of
sudden change will pop us right out of our normal
groove and into traffic. | have studied this for years,
and | still fall victim to launching off in this or that new
direction thinking I'm going places, only to come
crawling back sometime later, searching for my
normal groove.
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Today, like many days lately, there was a strong, very
intense, solar flare. You can watch it through a special
telescope or wrestle with it inside us as it rips through.

| have tried to be pliant, flexible, and roll with solar
change as it's beamed in. However, as they say, that
and a ticket will get me a ride on the bus. | am easily
victimized by false starts based on the temporary rush
of change that | believe | can easily use.

| can use it, but it just as easily falls away leaving me
stranded in a drydock of one kind or another and
wishing | had just held on tight until the flare passed
rather than try to surf it.

Anyway, already today (Thursday January 4th) has
already seen a M.4-Class flare that erupted at 8:55
PM EST January 3rd, last night. CME (Coronal Mass
Ejection) alerts have already been issued by the
space scientists.

Perhaps you don’t connect what’s going on with
explosions on the Sun with what’s happening here on
Earth, yet you might find that they match up very well.
The Sun has been erupting all this last year or so, and
you can measure for yourself whether you feel any
effects from all the turmoil in wars, politics, etc. that
we are undergoing down here on Earth.

| know. Scientists have not gotten around to looking at
what solar intensity does to us internally,
psychologically and emotionally, but they are starting
to. And we, like or not, are going through whatever we
are going through, whether science alerts us to it or
not.
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Space scientists are monitoring and still concerned
about the effects on Earth of the huge solar X-5-flare
that happened on New Year Eve. Radio
transmissions are being absorbed, many blacked out
or attenuated. These are caused by protons that were
accelerated by the New Year’s Eve flare, and are
hitting our planet, funneling into the poles and
disrupting shortwave radio. And these can go on for
days.

However, these same scientists have not managed to
get around to wondering if these solar flares also
affect us internally or mentally. Yet, those of us
sensitive to them know they do affect us very directly.
It is easy for you to monitor the current state of the
Sun/Earth relationship by using the following URL.

“Solar Ham”

https://www.solarham.net/index.htm

“Space Weather”

https://spaceweather.com/

There is no use in my parroting what the above URLS
tell us, so if you care about this, starting monitoring
what is going on up there with what you are
experiencing down here. For me, such investigation is
a one-way trip. Once we become aware of the
connection, we value this information.

What are the psychological, emotional, and spiritual
ramifications of these current massive solar flares?
Since science won’t focus on them, that leaves us to
work this out for ourselves. And you won'’t learn much
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https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fspaceweather.com%2F%3Ffbclid%3DIwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTAAAR0LYE9sqcrLDcd66Zgs1s-0T2X13dMYP009whPibDsIjraY1QFM8DViEzQ_aem_AZwT2AmXCnqrdUhr2NZ3kJiuhNA4MZFRCG9xhW3nDSU9Fh5LewLPI2TYbLJl714Ss-8tLUdB_lT-gLCwczHCgkEC&h=AT2DDsZhsH-6itad1uTFJj-UXiJRpgFUy6R1ujsvpoCKFujXjasEgzbKDCjmUr8H4Y5GulKBpUqrol_s4mo84-Q5HR1h_nGpKlciYHU5tVs74-20oFdxJrwh1gRq8dqDeQ&__tn__=-UK-R&c%5b0%5d=AT2wJFBRG8MjMyRLaAqs-6lhKEXFF2ghTzPEpDKdbNA_k85vO2_HstA2UNhH49T3vJyFTH0hQWT-CQ6yX4FFKgIF8C1BMf5yAA23aQqAZL4_8TBxbkXaJ0tgKdbN-o6Yq6XMQDTGWKfw3NpOjo_ByWaj1j7cy-sUTLx3eGTrML2OwgahuuaeQvwGG2QtwQaw5nh_AuN65g

by looking outside at the photos of the solar flares.
We have to look inside at what is going on right now
with us.

It seems from messages from my family and folks that
the current inner state for many of us is disoriented,
overwhelming, and for most, depressing. Why do you
think that is and could it have any relationship to
these pockets and blasts of energy coming from the
Sun?

We have to figure this out for ourselves by actually
considering what’s going on inside us right now and
begin to monitor our own inner activity. | don’t see a
choice. The government does not seem to notice
anything. Like so many things these days, it's up to us
to do it ourselves.

[Current photo of the Sun.]
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THE TERRIBLE CRYSTAL

January 5, 2024

What is hard to see, IMO, and this the pith dharma
texts explain to us very well, is that we have
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constructed this world around us. We have not just
been born into this world, but as we are born and
grow, we are creating our new persona and world as
we go. And so we are, by nature, complicit in who we
are and where we find ourselves.

The poets have called this persona or Self that we
have created the “Terrible Crystal’ because by
creating our persona or Self and then reifying it, we
paint ourselves into a corner at the same time. The
concept of a permanent ‘Self’ holds us back as much
as it may appear to hold us together. It cannot be
depended on. We each are a victim of our self to the
degree we take it as permanent or as a “Soul.”

And | understand that this is easy to say or write
about, but VERY hard to realize that we are actually
doing this. The Tibetans in my experience take a
series of different approaches at this e idea of
construction, trying by various ways to jog us into
realization.

However, apparently that is very difficult, otherwise
we would all be realized by now. As my main dharma
teacher explained to us, we are not enlightened. We
are the stragglers, the ones who never got
enlightened in all the time that there is and has been.

And we are so habituated to ignorance, to ignoring
the actual nature of how the mind works, that further
progress seems hopeless. There is nary a crack in
Samsara’s seal (and its hold on us) that we can use
to deconstruct it. Samsara is a closed system, and we
are at the center of it.

27



That we are at the center and it is all about us; that
fact alone should be a clue. We are continually
creating the problem faster than we are reaching any
kind of escape velocity from Samsara. That’s a good
definition of hopeless.

Unfortunately, our habit has been to kick the can
down the road, go along with the crowd, put off
change until the next rebirth, and not bother to paddle
back upstream and analyze our own constructions,
much less solve them. This is what is called
‘Samsara’. It is just ‘life’ to us, what we know. And if
that’s our habit, and we can squeak by, who is to tell
us otherwise? Only ourselves. And here we sit.

Anyway, that’s the situation we find ourselves in,
being swept along in the river of time and not knowing
how to sail or negotiate that river. This is why folks
who study and practice dharma, those who have had
some training, do their best to get our attention, to flag
us down, so to speak, and point out alternatives to
taking it on the chin as we do, passively.

To a marked degree, we have created our particular
situation, our entire world, and only we can do
something about it. That's why the Buddha or
someone like him, cannot just touch us on the
forehead and we are enlightened to all this. That’s not
going to happen, and there is a reason.

One of the difficult concepts to grasp, IMO, is that
dharma is a do-it-yourself proposition. No one can do
it (or is going to do it) for us. We have to do it by
ourselves, with all the help we can get. In other
words, we each must turn the wheel of the dharma on
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our own. It won’t turn itself and others can’t do it for
us.

The point of writing pieces like this is to help inform
anyone interested that the dharma texts tell us that it
CAN be done, exiting Samsara, and that we just
actually must to do it ourselves. We don’t have to be
swept along in time as we are now. We can learn to
paddle. We can sail.

And chief among the tools to accomplish this is
realizing that this world we find ourselves in is our
own projection. We are not just at the mercy of the
circumstances we find ourselves born into. We have
ourselves created those circumstances as we go
along, and can by that fact uncreate or with effort,
change our situation at will. We just don'’t yet have the
will or the awareness.

However, changing our situation requires that we
drive a wedge into one of the cracks in Samsara and
widen it. And to do that, we first have to find that
crack. Samsara likes to appear seamless and
intimidating. And since we each create our own
Samsara, we have to outwit ourselves in order to be
liberated.

And so, the very first thing, the first step in that
process, is to be told, have it pointed out, that such
cracks exist and that we are at least the co-creator of
our own situation, the situation we find ourselves in
the middle of.

However, we do have to find confidence in and take it
on faith that this can be pointed out to us.

29



The seminal pith dharma teachings can do this, yet
learning and practice takes courage and time on our
part, and above all awareness that we need these
teachings.

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]
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THE LITTLE DEATHS IN LIFE

January 6, 2024

Like the snake that sheds its skin or the insect larvae
that molt, we do the same thing mentally and
spiritually.

Whatever we are and wherever we are in our
progress, we reach a point where we outgrow
ourselves and have to cast off the current shell of our
personality and inherit afresh a new exterior skin or
View. We see things differently. We change.

| believe we vary as to how often this happens, how it
comes about, and how unsettling it us for us, but the
result appears to always be the same. We are, in a
small way, born again or are forced to have a new
take on things.

However, much like birth, this is not a painless event
for us, although we may look forward to it. We literally
are turned inside out, turning the aging Self-view that
we have had out, and allowing a fresh approach in to
take over. It just happens. So, who are we, the old or
the new, or both? One can only assume that the real
death, when we pass on from life, is somewhat
similar.

And this new ‘skin’, so to speak, is at first very tender,
easily impressed and far too sensitive, at least until
our new shell or personality toughens and can take
the wear and tear of a life being lived.
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As for me, no matter how | try, | can’t see these shifts
or changes coming, only that | know they come. The
first sign of impending change for me is when my little
house-of-cards (which | call my Self) takes a hit and
comes tumbling down around me. In other words, |
experience a loss, not a gain. The gain takes time,
and comes later.

In this process, | become disenchanted with myself,
and begin to see through the veneer | have gilded
myself in, and having seen this, | begin to cast it off.
I’m no longer authentic in my own eyes and opinion.
Yet, it seems that | feel sadness or reluctance about
losing the familiar, being upset, and forced to face
change head-on, the mere fact that I'm changing.

It's a little death in life that we call ‘change’, change
that’s large enough that we can’t escape witnessing
and being in the midst of it. As mentioned, it seems
that my first reaction to the onset of this kind of
change is a sense of loss, that | am losing something
| know and love, that | am changing more than just a
little, and into what | don’t quite know. And we can’t
know, because that’s what's changing, our ‘me,
myself, and I.

Yet, having done this many times now, it seems |
always come out of it better, with a fresh view, more
apt and able. Nevertheless, it seems that birth of any
kind, even on a small scale, is very disrupting if not
downright painful.

Perhaps, it’s just the fear of the unknown or the

uncertainty of change itself and facing it. | believe the
word ‘molt’ expresses it clearly. | am not totally
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changed, but | do molt or cast off my previous
personality to a marked degree, and reform or
reassemble myself afresh. Yes, I'm still ‘Michael
Erlewine’ alright, and yet I'm different too, at least until
the difference settles down into the same, and
becomes a new normal.

As for what happens to my old Self, the one that’s
passing away, it seems we agree to forget what we
find too hard to remember. It’s just easier that way.

| mention this just to see whether anyone out there
also does this. | would imagine we all do, in one way
or another.

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]
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WHAT SAMSARA IS

January 7, 2024
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What's unique to me is my own experience and
whatever in that experience | have managed to
realize from it. | don’t have to be shy or apologize for
that. We each have a unique history. You do also.

Trying to fit my personal experience and dharma
insights into a traditional dharma pattern or mold I find
impossible. The teachings themselves say there are
84,000 dharmas. Whether that is just a high number
and how the dharma scholars came up with that sum,
I’m sure | don’t know, yet it suggests a lot of leeway —
different dharma paths for different folks.

Aside from Samsara, everything else in this universe
is dharma or dharma compliant. It is just Samsara that
is counter or not dharma, an opaque dam that holds
back the waters of our own liberation. It keeps us from
full immersion and realization.

Aside from Samsara, we can take any part of our
mind and this world and it becomes another direct
path to enlightenment. So, what’s the holdup?

Well, of course, that would be Samsara that is holding
us back, aside from ourselves. And perhaps we have
to keep reminding ourselves what Samsara is. What
is it?

Samsara amounts to everything that we are attached
to that resists change, whatever we try to grasp or
cling to because we insist that it must, should be, or is
permanent, like an eternal “Soul” or a permanent Self
that continues on at the next rebirth, and around
which everything revolves from lifetime to lifetime.
The pith dharma teachings say that such a soul just

35



does not exist. It is untrue. Everything changes and is
impermanent, not static.

Our own clinginess and attachments are an attempt to
stop the wheel of dharma, the wheel of change itself
from turning as it naturally does. We insist and resist,
yet we don’t have that power because that entire View
is a mistake.

And by that same frozen grasp or grip, that insistence,
we are thereby dragged along, banging ourselves
against the walls of time as we go. All we have to do
is to let go, yet we can’t seem to manage that. It is we
who keep the show static and in stasis, and it’s killing
us, so to speak. Learning to let go is more than just
good advice; it is imperative.

Pliancy, flexibility, suppleness are what we need, the
ability to let go and allow ourselves to enter the flow of
change. And to stop damming ourselves up against
change. That’s a bad idea and we are doing this to
ourselves. Only we can stop it.

And the great dharma Mahasiddhas, who were not
monks, but just lay people like ourselves, yet also
astute dharma practitioners, have written volumes of
suggestions, and perhaps the chief of those come
from the Mahasiddha Tilopa, who ground sesame
seeds during the day and ran a brothel at night, and
he wrote as words of advice to us:

Don’t Prolong the Past,
Don’t Invite the Future,
Don’t Alter the Present, *
Relax, Just as It Is.

36



* Also added in some texts, two more suggestions,
which are subtexts of “Don’t Alter the Present,” and
they are:

Don’t Analyze or Examine.
Don’t Intend or Control.

These six words of advice have been passed down
and commented on innumerable times, and in
essence they say: Relax, be fluid and bend with the
wind.

As for a samsara story, | have one and will share it.
Many years ago (mid-1980s), when many of the great
rinpoches had fled Tibet and were temporarily
homeless (they had left their ancestral monasteries),
they sometimes toured our dharma centers, including
our center here in Big Rapids, Michigan, the 'Heart
Center KTC (Karma Thegsum Choling).

And one of those Rinpoches was one of the four
‘Heart Sons” of the 16th Karmapa, Rangjung Rigpe
Dorje came and spent a week with us at our center
with his attendant.

One of the things we did was take His Eminence to a
nearby pine forest, where there still were original
growth trees, huge trees reaching into the sky. Their
lower branches didn’t even start until about forty feet
up, and the forest floor beneath was covered with
moss and soft grass. We had a picnic there on the
grass.

And His Eminence remarked that "Someone could

become enlightened here" and later said “This is very
nice Samsara.” Of course, sometimes Samsara is
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nice. As we left the pine forest and were driving back
on back roads, a miniature almost-tornado came up. It
was pouring rain and the windshield wipers could
barely keep up, with dust-devil whirling winds pushing
the car around in the road.

Margaret was in the front seat with me, and His
Eminence and his attendant were in the back. My
knuckles were white from trying to control the wheel
and we were struggling against the storm. | happened
to look back at the lamas, and they were sound
asleep, completely out and relaxed.

That was a lesson right there.

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]
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POINTING OUT WHAT CANNOT BE
POINTED OUT

January 8, 2024

This is going to be one of those mind-twisters, for
which | apologize. | don’t know a clearer way to say
this.
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A perennial problem in dharma instruction is trying to
put into words that which cannot be put into words,
yet over the centuries endless reams of words have
been expended trying to do this. It's not like the great
dharma teachers don’t know better than to attempt to
describe what cannot be described, but rather they
hope something rubs off on the reader, some inkling.

If these words (or actions, signs, and signals, etc.) are
shared by a Mahasiddha or great dharma teacher to a
student, they are often called the “Pointing Out
Instructions”, pointing out the actual nature of the
mind. This is hard for students to grasp.

For example, in Mahamudra meditation, when we are
not just learning and practicing it, but are actually
doing Mahamudra, and this is a form of non-
meditation. We don’t do anything other than just rest.

What this means, is that when we are doing
Mahamudra properly, “We” are not actually doing
anything but resting in nature of the mind and then
perhaps reflecting on that or reflecting that
experience. Here I'm talking mostly about the
combination of the Insight Meditation itself and then
‘reflecting’ on that insight.

And by ‘reflecting’, this means we are aware that we
are (or just have been) aware (through the insight),
yet that awareness itself is not an awareness of any
‘thing’ or object. Mahamudra is non-dual. It has no
object and no subject seeing an object. Resting in
Mahamudra is, as mentioned, non-dual, meaning we
are fully immersed for however long we can sustain it,
most often momentarily, followed perhaps by some
awareness or reflection that we have been immersed.
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And while the duration of actual resting, immersed in
the true nature of the mind, can be short, it can be
done successively, repeatedly, as often as we like,
with each momentary immersion followed by the
reflection (duality) of the immersion, whatever that
may be. And this string of immersion/reflection can be
strung together in a seamless chain of light -- insight
and reflection.

And after the insight, we may have a reflection not of
any ‘thing’, since in Mahamudra there is no object or
subject, however, in the world we live in (Samsara),
we very much have both subject and object and in
reflection some light from Insight Meditation may be
reflective.

My point is that alternating between immersion (non-
duality) and duality (subject and object) in rapid
succession does not in itself create an object. The
clarity and lucidity that is intrinsic to full immersion in
Insight Meditation, can be pointed at (like a flashlight)
at whatever thought or activity we are actively
involved in and it’s like the immersion with that
thought or idea in mind sheds light on the thought
upon withdrawal from immersion. Insight Meditation is
like a flashlight that illuminates whatever it is directed
at, although itself it has no object. Like a lamp.

In dharma training, duality (subject and object) is
called Relative and non-duality (full immersion) is
called Absolute. And there are caveats.

The main caveat here is that our idea of resting in the

nature of the mind has to start somewhere, and by
that, | mean using our normal idea of resting, as in
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‘give it a rest’ is where we have to begin as that is all
we know.

And we can do that by stopping what we are doing
and just resting in that moment as best we can.
Relax. This can be awkward at first, yet in time, if we
do this as often as we can think to do it, over time we
can actually rest and stop just trying or making an
effort to rest.

Obviously, trying to rest and actually resting are two
different things. And there is one step more | have to
share, and it is more complicated than just resting,
and this cannot be put into words except very poorly.
It can’t be said, not because it is secret, but because
it is ineffable, beyond description or words. The
closest analogy | have found is presented in this short
video on polymers, which | find illuminating, very
much worth seeing.

“Stretching Polymers”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z5RR mVJf3s

In this video, | found it helpful to view what is called
“Necking,” when a polyethylene polymer plastic is
stretched. See the above demonstration. When a
polymer plastic is stretched, the polymer chains in the
original plastic are not aligned, but when carefully
stretched the polymers align and create a plastic that
is very much stronger than it was, and also crystal
clear. This is the principle that makes Kevlar armor so
strong.

The above is just an analogy, yet one | find instructive
if we consider the kind of resting required for Insight
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Meditation. It is not just that resting is clarifying, but
rather that the particular ‘clarity’ achieved is an order
of magnitude more clear and lucid than we have ever
known. Insight Meditation is stark or vividly clear AND
it occurs without any sense of duality (subject and
object).

This event in dharma terms is called “Recognition,”
and it refers to our recognizing the true or actual
nature of the mind for the first time. | can’t tell you
when this will happen or exactly what causes this or
how, but this in dharma training is invoked by the
‘Pointing-Out Instructions’, where the result (what is
pointed out) is a non-dual (no subject and object), a
fully immersive insight or experience.

That recognition experience, so to speak, is actually a
form of mini realization. An insight in Insight
Meditation is a vivid and non-dual experience that is
realized. We are aware, but not aware of any ‘thing’;
just vividly aware.

And the point in explaining this is that this experience
of vivid ‘insight’, is like a spiritual flashlight that can be
pointed in any direction we wish, and the insight itself
is not a thing, but rather Inisght Meditation is
something like a light or torch, that when directed at
an object, can’t help but illuminate or light up any
subject or ‘thing’.

That’s about as clear as | can make something that
cannot be described in words. Insight Meditation
shines the light of truth wherever it is invoked. Or it is
like a star in the sky of the mind, that lights up
anything in its vicinity.
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[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]

HOW TO REMOVE BAD KARMA

January 9, 2024

A question that comes up in many of the pith
teachings is how do we remove the ‘bad’ karma we
have accrued not only in this lifetime, but throughout
the many rebirths we apparently have had.
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The answer to that question would take a library of
traditional dharma texts to answer, if we had time to
even read it all. And of course, many who study this
are concerned about what they can do to erase and
remove all the karma that has been accumulated.

However, when | first looked into this, | was not
prepared for the key or most useful way to remove
our accumulated karma. It took me by surprise, but
after | took it in and thought about it, this is obviously
the true solution.

And that advice is to stop accumulating karma which
will take a toll on us. Don’t create bad karma in the
first place. Just don’t continue to rack up the kind of
actions and intent that leads to karma. Of course, |
never thought of that. Duh. Yet, it's the obvious
correct answer.

OK, good. How do we go about doing that, not
committing actions that get recorded in dharma’s little-
black book of the karma we are liable for, which is
kept in the Alayavignana, popularly called the
‘Storehouse Consciousness’, which is a crucial part of
Samsara.

One thing each of us can do to lessen Samsara’s hold
on us is to stop reifying everything, stop exaggerating,
gilding the lily, so to speak. Probably more than trying
to erase the past ('Out damned spot') in order to
lessen our karmic load, we could, in addition, stop
accumulating still more karma. That’s an easy
solution in theory, just not so simple to actually carry
out.
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The dharma texts say it is very, very difficult to
remove karma, once recorded and accrued. It is much
easier NOT to record it in the first place.

What makes us feel secure or real? A lot of that is our
many attachments, each of which binds us further into
Samsara. The same goes for generally grabbing onto
everything as ours or whatever is important for our
Self-identification.

It's like we are hanging on to Samsara for dear life,
constantly reifying our identity, upping the ante on our
attachments, and identifying, identifying, identifying
with ourselves, our Self, as more important that what
we actually are, and that Self which we had created
and constructed by amassing attachments to form it.
A bad habit.

The consistency of our Self is maintained by all the
things we paste or post on to it. Our Self is like a great
magnet for all our attachments, likes and dislikes,
growing and seeming ever more and more real to us,
although we have passed reality long ago and by now
are deep into pure reification, gilding the lily, as they
say. We make our Self more real than reality will
support. That weighs us down and amounts to
Samsara personified.

The dharma texts continually state that we have no
Self in the sense of an eternal Soul or an entity
unaffected by impermanence and change, yet that
does not deter us from magnetizing what Self we
have in an attempt to ignore reality and pile on, shore
up, and decorate our “me, myself, and |.”
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And the pith dharma texts don’t kid around as to our
eternality, our continual reification and attempt to
personally persist in time. beyond the corners of this
life. There is nothing permanent other than change
itself. Everything changes and no matter how much
we gather to make our identity as real as we imagine
it to be, nevertheless we (our Self) are just an empty
hologram that will shape-shift and change right out of
permanent existence. So, what’s the good news?

There is no promise of good news, yet my opinion as
to what is encouraging is the fact that here we are
right now. We are alive and present. How did that
happen?

Sure, we rally around the flagpole of our personality,
trying to keep it up to snuff, while the wear and tear of
time tears it apart, because our personality is a losing
game. According to the pith dharma texts, our
personality or Self ends, as our body does, at death.
What moves on?

Apparently, we have never (not ever) had a
permanent existence or eternal soul, and yet, here we
are existing, just not permanently. We have never
been an entity that is independent of time.

Apparently, disparate karma, as recorded in the
Storehouse Consciousness, proceeds forward after
our death, and is then cherry-picked as relevant to
create a fresh persona (Self), yet that rebirth personal
is not the coherent Self or persona of this, the
previous life.
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A SHIFT OF VIEW

January 10, 1924

OK, OK. Yes, this is winter. It started snowing a little
while ago and will probably keep snowing for who
knows how long. It's beautiful, of course. And cold.

| don’t know whether it is just the winter doldrums,
trapped inside like | am, that are getting to me or a
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certain change of heart and view that’'s come over me
of late. Either way, I'm embedded in a shuffling and
shifting of priorities that is pointing inward.

And it is not something | can surf or just ride out, but
more like an inner shifting or pivot, a reorientation. I'm
changing. I'd like to talk about it here, but just how to
do that I’'m not sure. | will use photography as an
example, since that is something, | know well and
also what | consider visual dharma, ‘Liberation
Through Seeing.”

In photography, lighting is very important, especially
to the camera, because proper lighting makes it much
easier for the camera and lens to take a photo without
artifacts or approximations, especially if, like | do, we
stack photos.

It's no different from using our eyes to look at a scene
that is not properly lit. We can’t see clearly or clearly
enough. Come up with some good lighting and the
scene is much easier to see and resolve. With
photography this is even more important.

As a nature photographer since 1956, | was used to
only using natural light, even in the studio, having two
large south-facing windows and a skylight directly
overhead. | fell into the assumption that artificial, or
studio light was not ‘organic’ enough for me and |
avoided it. | almost never used it.

Apparently, this assumption was just prejudice on my
part, and | became aware of this when | happened to
use a couple of studio lights set to daylight Kelvin. |
live in northern Michigan and in winter it not only gets
very cold, but we also get gray days all the time,
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sometimes for what seems like weeks at a time. Hard
for me to photograph with no direct sunlight.

And so, when | didn’t have enough natural light and it
was gray and overcast, | turned on some LED nights
set to 5600K (daylight) and finished a shoot. To my
surprise, when | looked at the results, | could not tell
the difference between outdoor light coming in the
windows and the studio lights.

And then it dawned on me that light was light and
Kelvin was Kelvin. All this time | was excluding
daylight studio lights from giving any kind of
assistance, because it was not ‘organic’ enough for
me. Big mistake, meaning | was just plain wrong.

There was no difference that | could see between the
two types of light, natural daylight and studio LED
daylight. And a corollary | also became aware of is
that due to this prejudice, for many decades | never
tried lighting my photography subjects other than with
one light, outside daylight, either going outside or
using daylight coming in a window.

And because of this, | didn’'t have what are called hair
lights, rim lights, fill lights, or anything other that one
light source, usually called a key light. | did everything
with a key light.

Anyway, of late, I've begun relaxing my light prejudice
and, so to speak, letting the light in where it is most
helpful. Of course, | knew by name all the different
lighting techniques, and even had the equipment, only
| never really used them. Now I’'m exploring and using
them. Oh My.
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It's like a whole other world, the other half of
photography is lighting, suddenly available to me.
That’s the analogy using photography.

However, this is also happening in other areas, yet
those are more difficult to put into words, and I'm still
figuring it all out. My take on dharma is also shifting
and that’s a little terrifying for me because | don’t
know dharma as well as | know nature and
photography.

To hazard some words, | will say this:

The dharma path | have travelled for many decades
of course leads to this present moment. And as | take
more and more of everything that occurs (and is
present) to the path, the path becomes increasingly
inclusive, ever widening until it is more like a plain
than a path. The path is now everywhere and so it
does not seem to lead anywhere else than here. And
I’'m here.

That should say something.

[Photos by me. Nikon Z7 Il, Nikkor Z 105 MC Lens.
Lights.]
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POINTING OUT POINTING-OUT

January 11, 2024
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With an interest in dharma, what are we going for?
Like the historical Buddha and many great dharma
practitioners that followed, we are going for
enlightenment, yet there are several distinct steps
along the way.

The first big hurdle or ‘Ring Pass Not’, a barrier we
must work through, is called in the Karma Kagyu
tradition “Recognition,” meaning recognizing the
actual or true nature of the mind. In Rinzai Zen
Buddhism, this is called “Kensho.”

I's somewhat of a big deal, and not something we
can buy, be grandfathered into, or work around. We
either have Recogntion or we do not, and if we do not,
then we have no idea where the door or opening to it
is located. We can’t fake ‘Recognition’, only fool
ourselves.

In other words, it's not a place we can get to without
having actually gotten there, pretend as we may. And
so, there is a huge pool of dharma practitioners who
have reached the point where they are ready to
recognize the actual nature of the mind yet have not. |
can tell you something about that state is like because
| have been there, swimming in that pool.

| will share one story about receiving the pointing-out
instructions a number of times and NOT getting it, my
being unable to recognize the true nature of the mind.
Without going into needless detail, | received the
pointing-out instructions from very authentic dharma
teachers a number of times, but perhaps because |
was not properly prepared failed to recognize the
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nature of the mind, try as | might. And | will narrate
this particular very embarrassing pointing-out story.

In the 1980s, | received a personal message at our
dharma center that one of the Heart Sons of the
Karmapa (I will not say which one for privacy) that |
should come to see him right away. He was visiting
here in Michigan at the time.

Just to be clear, there are four Heart Sons, and these
are the four tulkus that are in charge of transferring
many teachings into a new Karmapa when he is
found. Next to the Karmapa himself, these are
traditionally the highest rinpoches in the lineage.

Of course, | jumped in the car and drove to the town
where His Eminence was staying and told the center |
was here. Well, soon | was ushered into a private
interview and the door was closed. There | was alone
with His Eminence.

His Eminence had me sit in a chair and pulled another
chair right up in front of me and began giving me the
pointing-out instructions as to the actual nature of the
mind. Wow!

This involved speaking to me, very close and in my
face, and doing various things with his hands around
my head, and | had no idea as to what his gestures
were all about. | just did my best to receive the
pointing out.

This went on for some time, until His Eminence finally
gave up. | was not able to recognize the nature of my
mind and finally had to get up, head hanging down,

and make my way out of the room. Needless to say, |
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was disappointed and embarrassed to fail at this. And
| drove back home with perhaps close, but no
recognition.

| am just letting you folks know that ‘Recognition’ of
the mind’s nature, at least for me, was not just a walk
in the park. Yet, | had no choice but to keep trying.
And some years later, | received the pointing-out
instructions again from my main dharma teacher,
Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche and from his instructions,
something sparked and | understood something about
what was required and set about working on that for
several years and it did lead to Recognition.

| am very grateful to Ven. Khenpo Rinpoche who by
pointing out to me the nature of the mind became my
Tsawi Lama. The particular dharma teacher who
finally succeeds in pointing out the nature of the mind
to a student is said to be his or her Tsawi Lama, their
Root Lama.

It took me many years to prepare myself enough that |
actually was able to receive the pointing-out
instructions. If we are on this path, we don’t give up.
We keep on keeping on.

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]
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SHOCK AND CHOGYAM TRUNGPA
RINPOCHE

January 12, 2024

Here is part of a teaching by the Ven. Chégyam
Trungpa Rinpoche where he talks about his serious
automobile accident, what he went through in
recovery, and how it changed his life. | will post some
excerpts here. | found it very revealing and with some
similarities to my own major stroke account.
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Chdgyam Trungpa Rinpoche:

“The interesting message to me personally from
Jamgon Kongtrul was a sense of maturity and a
sense of growth: you have to take care of yourself
and everything is left up to you personally -- one has
to develop one's own dignity, one's own sanity and
one's own resourcefulness | think my journey up to
here became one big journey of that nature.

“I was driving a little car, which was recently
purchased at the time, a sudden blackout
overwhelmed me, and | ran into a joke shop. | broke
in the door of the joke shop, which is a shop that sells
tricks.

“Having been unconscious for several hours, | woke
up in a hospital bed. A fluorescent light above me was
my first experience. Subconsciously, | had heard
sirens and people talking about: “Is he alive or is he
dead.”

“And that was a very interesting, extraordinarily
powerful message to me personally. It was a question
of there still having been a faint hesitation whether |
should work on myself or simply to take refuge in my
reputation, in my robes, in my monastic vow alone.

“‘Relying on my credentials -- that's what it boiled
down to.

“This was an expression of a certain fear in me,
myself personally: suppose | give up my
paraphernalia, so to speak, my outfit -- I'm going to be
a fish out of water.
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“There was still some doubt as to whether the
transplanted sanity from my guru was going to work
or not. In other words, | still wasn't convinced, still not
committed to the teaching properly. And obviously,
the only help for this that existed was this sudden
message, this shock, this accident.

"If you're not going to behave as you should, like the
good boys and good girls of the lineage, then this is
the message--and make the best of it: WHOMP!

“And it took some time to recover from that message
obviously Having realized this message, the instant
reaction was: unclothe yourself, be naked.

“A certain time after my accident, my marriage to
Diana took place. This was a very important part of
my life, extraordinarily important . It was a further
commitment to my life, to trusting basic sanity,
working with the world, and further unclothing myself
not particularly looking for an ideal wife and home and
washing machine and TV set and motor car, which is
going to provide you with hospitality and comfort. It
was an act in the unclothing process.

“You go out, you go and open to the greatest extent
you can in your life, in terms of being naked, reducing
yourself to a fetus, completely opening. Doing that
creates and created a tremendous uproar obviously.
Because people love for that naked person to be
clothed, masked, encased in a suit of armor.

“For the first time in my life | experienced that sense
of nakedness extraordinarily powerfully. | was not only
stripped of my monk's robes and my celibacy, but also
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stripped of my skin and my flesh. You become a
walking skeleton. You are still alive and your heart
has not been stripped away and your brain hasn't
been stripped away. But apart from that, everything
has been stripped away. Which is a fantastic
experience.

“Not only are you stripped of your own culture but you
are stripped within the alien culture, full of pollution,
motor cars, airplanes, jets hovering above your head--
and people gossiping about you, murmuring. It was
an extraordinary stripping process.

“The basic question is after that if there's any sanity
left in you. Does your sanity remain or was it nested in
your clothes? Was it in your skin or your flesh, or was
it in your heart and brain, in your bones properly and
completely.

‘That's the test of whether you've been completely
indoctrinated (in the positive sense) and completely
blessed, so to speak, in the basic core of your marrow
and in your heart thoroughly and completely.

“If so, then the messages become extraordinarily
stronger and stronger, constantly. Then your bone
begins to create flesh, which begins to grow out and
develop; and your flesh creates skin, and your skin
begins to create clothes. And you begin to develop a
new human being. The basic point is: how much can
you give in. And having given in, how much can you
grow out. . . “

End of quote.
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Trungpa Rinpoche’s words speak for themselves, but
they underline my own teacher’s continued emphasis
to be aware of any shock, any sudden surprise, in
terms of a loss of Self and possibly recognizing the
true nature of our own mind.

We may or may not be a Buddhist practitioner, but in
the lives of any of us there can be shocks outbreaking
that may break us down, temporarily shattering the
cohesion and stability of what we call the Self, yet at
the same time opening new doors of awareness.

In my case, | have never sought out shocks or events
of that import, but nevertheless at least several have
occurred to me in my life anyway. And each of these
three shock events shattered my self-security and the
glaring gaps or vacancies left by each of these shocks
brought profound clarity of a dharmic nature to me in
response.

When the Self is eclipsed by reality, even temporarily,
the response is like that of sunlight on soil. The seeds
of dharma sprout and grow, at least this has been true
in my experience. | am somewhat ashamed to say
that without the prodding of fate (and destiny) by way
of adversity, aside from meeting Margaret (and the
kid’s births), no other of my experiences has been as
fruitful for me dharmic-ally as big upsets. LOL.

And while, | never sought for or welcomed any of
these sudden onslaughts to my Self, after | got over
whining and being disappointed at my fate and
difficult karma...after the smoke cleared, so to speak,
my internal dharmic growth blossomed like a flower.
That | can’t deny.
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| can see the same pivotal nature of these type of
shocks in Trungpa Rinpoche’s above account.

[Photo of Chégyam Rinpoche used with permission.]
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DREAMING THE DHARMA

January 13, 2024

Some folks have asked me to share how | got
interested in the dharma. Here, in brief, is an early
history, up until | met my Root Guru, the Ven. Khenpo
Karthar Rinpoche. After that, an account would be a
lot more technical, with all the different practices
involved. This early time was more about intent and
imagination.

| became interested in the Dharma around 1959,
when | became fascinated with Zen Buddhism. My
friends and | would stay up late at night and talk about
Zen, Ingmar Bergman films, and perhaps peyote . We
had our hot plate to make hot water, terrible instant
coffee, powdered creamer, and lots of cigarettes to
keep us awake.

At that time, it had not occurred to me to personally
practice dharma. | just wanted to read about great
Zen monks, haiku, and look at shoji screens, bamboo
mats, and teak furniture. Of course, the raked-sand
Zen gardens were fascinating, and | watched about
every film and short by director Akira Kurosawa and
owned most of them. | loved he idea of the ‘Ronins’,
yet | did not yet even have a guru.

All that late-night talk gradually shifted into an interest
in sitting zazen. | sat all day sesshin with Zen
teachers like Roshi Philip Kapleau of the Rochester
Zen Center, had my back hit with the kyosaku
(wooden stick), and whatever else | could invoke. Yet
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still this was not a regular daily practice. That took a
while. | was like a Zen dharma voyeur, a dabbler.

Somewhere along in there | segued from Zen into
Tibetan Buddhism and studied the Tibetan Book of
the Dead, volumes by Walter Evan-Wentz, and
stories by Anagarika Govinda. Back then, in the late
1950s and early 1960s, there were few books on
Tibetan Buddhism and no Tibetan lamas in Ann Arbor
that | knew of.

Along with talking about dharma, my friends and |
also spent entire nights listening to jazz like John
Coltrane’s “My Favorite Things” in 1961. Or driving
into Detroit late nights and seeing jazz greats like
Cannonball Adderley at clubs like the “Minor Key.”
There was so much happening.

In the late 1950s in Ann Arbor, Michigan, there was
no music in the local bars until after November 9,
1960. That was when liquor by the glass laws were
repealed, and there was money to hire live music.
Until then, jazz in Ann Arbor was held in apartments
and homes, mostly up on around the U-M campus. |
know because | hung out there, just a high school kid,
barely tolerated at these all-night adult gatherings.

We kids ended up off to the side, being
inconspicuous, sitting on the floor, with our backs
against the wall, listening to jazz players like Bob
James, Ron Brooks, “Turk” Pozar, and Bob Detwiler
play. Small groups formed and improvised far into the
night. Pot was smoked and wine drunk, but not by us,
the few high school kids who managed to sneak in.
Desperate to be a part of all this, we kids used to
snort the ashes left from joints in the ashtrays. That
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was some harsh stuff. LOL. But the Ann Arbor music
scene back then is another whole story. Some other
time.

In the early 1970s, | was stunned by the cover art of
books by Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche, and equally
by his writings, especially his book "Cutting Through
Spiritual Materialism.” My eyes are very sensitive to
what is visual, part of my interest in ‘Liberation
Through Seeing’.

And that came to a head early in 1974 when the
Tibetan lama Chogyam Trungpa in person came and
gave a talk in Ann Arbor, Michigan, where | lived. |
was so enthused by his forthcoming visit that | ended
up being his chauffer for the weekend and designing
the poster for his talk that | silk-screened myself
helped to put-up all-around town.

Meeting Chégyam Trungpa, face to face, and eyeball
to eyeball, and hanging out with him was life
changing. After that weekend with Trungpa | came
away a dharma practitioner.

For one, Trungpa Rinpoche took me into a room, sat
me down, and taught me Shamata (Tranquility
Meditation) for an hour or so, just the two of us.
Believe it or not, until Trungpa, | had never thought of
myself as a practitioner. | was mostly a dharma talker.
Trungpa made it clear that the dharma was something
to actively do, not just talk about. What a great
introduction to sitting meditation.

| am very devoted to Trungpa Rinpoche, yet | did not

follow him or join his group, and for two main reasons.
His American followers all had to wear suits and ties
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and they drank alcohol like there was no tomorrow. |
had been a performing musician, and by that time had
my fill of alcohol, and you pretty much had to die to
see me in a suit.

Like so many things in my life. | got a wonderful sense
of Trungpa Rinpoche and that was enough to inspire
me, those few days. | took him to heart. That was
sufficient.

And so, in brief, that is roughly how | got interested in
the Dharma and the story of my path up to the mid-
1970s. It was some time after this that | met my Root
Guru, the Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche and
became a fully committed dharma practitioner. And
that's when my dharma practice began in earnest,
which is very much more detailed, but if folks are
interested, | could tell that story at some point.

[Midjourney graphic prompted by me.]
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THE LAMA OF APPEARANCES

January 14, 2024

Mother Nature lays it all right out for us, the good, the
bad, and the scary. In other words, as to dharma, we
can read it in the sacred scriptures (Lama of the
Scriptures), hear it taught by word of mouth (Lama of
the Lineage), naturally intuit it (Lama of the
Dharmadhatu), or learn it from Mother Nature directly,
which in dharma terms is officially called the “Lama of
Appearances.”

In my case, due to how | was brought up, far out in
the country, with no neighbors or kids to play with
other than my brothers, | fell into learning the dharma
from Mother Nature, not that | knew the word dharma
or had heard of Buddhism. | learned from “The Lama
of Appearances.”

And carefully schooled | was, self-schooled, yes,
driven by my own interest in and fascinated by the
natural world around me. There was really not much
of a choice. Nor was there a better teacher than
nature, at least at the time.

However, learning directly from Mother Nature kind of
ruined school for me, being taught by anyone other
than the natural world. | knew, early on, what learning
was about for me, and primary education at school
was no match compared to the natural history all
around me where | lived.
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Being forced, however kindly, to learn in school did
not measure up to learning at the rate of my own
natural interest. And so, | had no real choice. If what |
learned in school did not compete for my interest in
nature, and it did not, there you have it, a problem.

Nature does not mince words, and concepts like
‘impermanence’ are never candy-coated, but straight
out obvious to me as a child from my constant
observation of the natural world. | was brought up on
natural law, so society’s law lacked the crystal-clear
insight of nature. | already knew better, even as a
young boy, and without realizing | was offended by
the clumsy efforts to educate me otherwise.

It was the inspirational factor that was missing. Let me
explain this by using photography as an example.

The poet Gerard Manley Hopkins came up with a
concept that struck me as true. He even made up his
own word to describe it. He called it “inscape.”

Inscape was to Hopkins an insight or path into the
eternal or beautiful, literally the way in, a sign, and
signal of the beautiful and true. | will try to explain.

| look forward to my trips out into the fields and
woods. They offer me a chance to get my head
together, to relax from the day-to-day grind of running
a business (now retired) and generally a way to relax
a bit.

This is not to say that just going outside and walking
in nature means that | am instantly relaxed. That
usually takes time. It is the same with taking nature
photos.
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In the first ten minutes of a morning photo walk | often
don’t see all that much to photograph. This too takes
time, time for me to slow down, open up, and ‘see’, to
let the natural beauty all around me in.

It could be that | was still filled with all the workaday-
world thoughts, the things | have to do, problems, and
what-have-you. It takes time for my mind to relax and
let go of its constant chatter.

This endless worry and thinking affect my
photography. And here is where the word ‘inscape’
comes in.

As | get out there and wander through the fields or
wherever, | gradually start to slow down and relax. |
begin to see things that are beautiful, scenes that |
might actually want to photograph.

Slowly my view of the natural world around me starts
to open up again and | begin to view things differently.
| begin to ‘see’. It takes time and usually does not
happen all at once.

This little pattern of leaves over here or the way the
light comes through the forest canopy, grabs me just
a little bit, tweaks me, and the chatter of my mind
begins to slow and then 