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WHEN NOT-ENOUGH IS ENOUGH
March 9, 2018

AEnough or too much, o0 a famild.
I

poet Wil i am Bl akeoflleaverhor s A The
Hell , 0 a poem | devoutly read
These days, what sticks in my mind is more like

AWhen whatos not enough is eno

It reminds me of the old story of the soup of the soup

of the soup. Each day, the soup was further watered

down. Sometimes | feel that in this human race

through time, each successive generation is weaker

than the last. My point in bringing this up is that we

may be surprised at what we, as just normal folks,

can accomplish by working withourown | i ves; it 0Ss
more than | had imagined.

And it is easy to fall into believing that we as

individuals are just a snowflake in a worldwide

blizzard and what we do will never be noticed, much

|l ess be meaningful, even to us
old image of Earth being a lonely speck in an alien

universe, when we are, if nothing else, a normal

example of the intelligence in the cosmos -- children

of the stars. We can think of ourselves as just one in a
million, but if we are a fAlo i
be all there is and that is enough to actually count.

| would bet that many (or most) of us struggle (as |

do) to make progress with what weighs us down and

to be free of what obscures us. Years ago, when | had

a meeting with the famous economist Kenneth E.

Boulding (and we read poems to each other), he had

one | ine that most stuck i n my
said, fAWe each must | earn to f



Fail we all do, at least physically, yet we can learn to

fail successfully. That is one of my daily mantras.

Although we may think that we fail in what we set out

or hoped to do, the progress we do make can be

significant. My first dharma teacher, Andrew Gunn

Mclver, a Scottish initiator for a Rosicrucian order,

used to say to me (amd many ti
touch all. o And by this, he
move ourselves, deeply, that is felt by all humanity

and throughout all time.

Not all battles are won on the battlefield of some far-
off foreign war. What we do right here in our daily
mundane-struggles right now can be as significant as
anywhere else if it exists in the world as opposed to
not existing at all. This is especially true in spiritual
efforts, where any actual realization gained is
irrevocable and can never be walked back.

The point of this blog is that while we may feel that

what we have attained is not near enough, it may

indeed be enough to make a difference. For all we

know, it could be all the diff
in front of a million of zeros
credit we may have, however little it may seem.

Looking back, it may make all the difference.

At | east that 6s how | | ook at
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FORCED INTO AWAKENING

March 9, 2018

|l 60m aware of virtuous activity
avoid it. Unfortunately, | am not always guided by

what is best for me; just the opposite. | am more often

guided by trouble that | want to stay out of and by little

else. For someone who is halfway intelligent, | am as

dumb as a stone when it comes to preventative

action. It is no more obvious than with my health. |

have to get sick or develop symptoms before | will do
anything in my bodyds behalf.
am working on it these years with exercise and food,

but my history of health is a sad state of affairs as far

as preventative or remedial action is concerned.

However, | am learning.

Basically, | like to do nothing, at least nothing but

what | want to do. However, life does not offer that

option a la carte, but has its own requirements and, in

my experience, apparently they are unavoidable. At

least | have been unable to avoid them, although |

have tried and always at my own peril. Sooner or later

|l ifeds Ilittle warnings add up
something that interferes with my doing nothing; I

have to stop doing nothing and deal with them. It

definitely curbs my enthusiasm.

If I look back, awakening for me started out with my

not wanting to be disturbed in my sleep of

di stractions, what | was into.
my motto. Yet, disturbed | was and over and over. It

was like dreaming at night when sometimes | have to

get up and take a pee. Over and over | dream of

being in some large building, searching for a

11



bathroom that is not occupied or a toilet that is
working. Finally, | just wake up and go to the
bathroom.

Awakening to greater awareness is very similar.

There | am, distracting-along, avoiding many things |

have to do (but donodét feel i k
successfully. The things | have to do (that | may not

feel like doing) keep intruding on my distractions and

bugging me. As for me, | kept putting them off. Finally,

|l i ke the symptoms of health pr
go away no matter what we do, | had to stop my

dreaming, wake up enough to respond to the

demands on my attention, and then go back to sleep

in my distractions (as soon as possible), doing the

things | think | want to do.

As life progressed and | got past youth, those

demands increased rather than lessoned, until the
amountofday-dr eamy fisl eepo | got was:s
And finally, |1 gave up sleeping and turned to taking

care of whatever these demands required of me. My
response was more | i ke ANow wh

That may not be the preferred way to wake up, but it
is common. We agree to put off what we find so hard
to respond to, simply: responsibility itself. For me, it
was the increasing demands on my attention by the
simple facts of life and my day-to-day responsibilities
that goaded me into waking up enough to deal with
them and finally | had to give up sleeping entirely and
(instead) accept my increasing awareness and all its
attendant responsibilities. With awareness comes
responsibility, the ability to respond. That does not
mean | dondét still get distrac

Anyway, the laws of nature and the responsibilities of
life gradually directed me toward the straight and the
narrow, and | had to forget about my penchant for

12



wandering off course. We donot

they break us.

So, if  wanted to just cruise and do nothing but what |
want to do, | had to first take care of a lot of things
and not just on a one-time basis. Rather, care is an
ongoing and unending process that requires my
attention and in remarkable detall, like it or not.

In fact, perpetual care and attention is the price of
doing not hi hagforsef-oonthironend & a t
useful haiku? However, doing what we have to do so
that we can sleep is not a permanent solution. Sooner
or later we are forced to wake up to our innate
responsibilities and that, my friends, is a full-time gig,

a process and never a static state that we reach and
then can forget.

The dharma texts state, in no uncertain terms, that
Aunwavering attentiono makes
medi tati on t-aware all ihentigje andrtotdo s a |l |
take-a-peek and then sleep. We have to keep our eye

on the road.

nAwakeningo or enlightenment
awakening and not some final static state we reach.

Or, in other words, the state of being enlightened is

itself a process that continues -- a continuous

process. We are aware of the process of being aware

all the time. As we all know, getting to that point takes

some serious doing.

13



LIBERATION THROUGH SEEING

March10, 2018

Unfortunately, perhaps through a lack of authentic
teachers of the dharma in America, many of us are
left with little choice but to read about the dharma,
unless of course we are brave enough simply to
practice. Heaven forbid! LOL.

There is nothing wrong with reading dharma texts; |
do it all the time. However, one caution if we
exclusively do so is a tendency to fall into the habit of
assuming that dharma is realized through reading
words and language. This point deserves some
serious consideration.

Most of us have heard of the Bardo Thodol,
ALIi beration though Hear:|

ATi betan Book ddingidnetthBenyd, o

way. We can also hear the dharma, but again, we are
listening to words. Yet, there are many ways to
realization other than words. And most important, we
may be more susceptible to hearing than reading or to
seeing than hearing, etc.

ng,

0

Fewer have heard of AThongdr
i bet

Sight.o Thongdr ol is a T
used as a term for the display of immense thangkas
(Tibetan sacred paintings), where the cloth paintings
(or embroideries) are so large that unrolled they cover
an entire hillside. They are said to alter the mind just
upon seeing, thus fALiber
from those few, there is a broad range of subjects
that, when discovered, may help to empower us.

All of my life | have been very sensitive to sight, more
| believe than most folks. In fact, when | once went to
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be measured for contact lenses, the optometrist told
me that from his tests he determined that my eye-
movements were as fast as those of animals and not
normal. As it turns out, | could not tolerate contact
lenses in my eyes. Anyway, what | see has always
deeply affected me.

In fact, my only real breakthrough in dharma did not
come while sitting on a cushion (which | had done for
some 32 years), but while | was out in the meadows
and fields with a camera peering through ultra-fine
lenses at the macro-worlds of tiny creatures. | have
written about this many times. So, for better or for
worse, apparently | respond to seeing and sight as
one way of realization.

| am sure, from the many photos | post here, you can
see that | am wedded to photography and the

products of sight. I don
photograph it; |l rest in
of the subject, and it i

take my photos, if that make sense to you. And
perhaps the resulting photos hold some imprint or
trace of the ASeeingo |

My point is that each of us might experiment with
different stimuli, something other than just the written
word. There obviously is liberation through hearing
and seeing, but also through music, dance, art,
graphics, and what-have-you? What works for you?

Anything can be a cause for some degree of
liberation. However, we have each to find what in life
we are sensitive to. And since we are already
sensitive whatever form that is, there is nothing to
develop from scratch. We have it and are sensitive
now, so we just have to find and take note of it.

15
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So, look around, dig around, and feel around through

your life. It should not be hard to find because, as

mentioned, we are already piqued by it. It naturally

energizes us on contact (as with me, on sight), so we

may want to note it and further develop that approach

as a form of dharma practice.
LOL.

And | am not saying our sensitivities are exclusive. |

am very sensitive to sight, but also have spent much

of my life developing my sensitivity to sound. Only, my

liberation through hearing was not just with the formal

dharma, but through hearing music (of all kinds) very

finely. After all, | created the largest collection of

music data (discographies, biographies, albums,

tracks, and sound byt-Blisic on th
Guide (AllMusic.com). And | played music

professionally for many years.

What each of finds liberating will differ, but the
liberating aspects of what works for us will be similar.
Some time ago, | found this incredible short video
(five minutes) of H.H. the 17th Karmapa (and others)
talking about liberation through art and seeing. It is
worth a look. Watching this brief video was liberating
for me. Here is the link, so do yourself a favor and
experience what | did on seeing it, if you can.

https://vimeo.com/106809581

And let me say something about what liberation is and

sounds | ike. We canét expect u
awakening just right off the bat. If you can, bless you.

| 6m per haps s pea-kalizatpn,.her e of m
whatever we find enlightening, opening us up, and

delighting us! | can be a popular tune, a photo, a

gesture or mudra, a dance, etc. You name it. Every

l'ittle bit helps, sawotkiM® it 6s
delight us and expand on that. We do have affinities
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and if we stop and think, they are easy to find.
Affinities do not have to be attachments.

Yes, for me, visual art and anything visual can spark
and help me to expand beyond clock-ticking time into
a more expanded consciousness, if only for a
nanosecond. However, repeatedly invoking these
expanded moments can help to open and prepare us
for larger realizations. At any rate, that is what | have
found to be true for myself.

17



DHARMA PRACTICE AND BOREDOM
March 10, 2018

Practicing anything can be tedious, if not boring. The
whole idea of practice suggests something required of
us before we get the result of that practice, which is
what we are after. And this is not just a Catch-22 for
those of us doing dharma practice; it goes for almost
any kind of practice and is thus an obstacle for many
as to realizing any results. Most of us balk at tedium.

ltds only too easy to |o
a practice and see a thread or path through the
thickets of practice to the realization of that practice.
However, pointing out that thread of interest that
would keep us at it to others is more difficult, in fact a
lot more difficult.

IMO, the problem is that when we start out to learn
something new for us that requires practice, we
assume that we know nothing (or not much) about it.
This may be true, but it is too easy to consign or
resign ourselves to a new practice much like we
resign ourselves when we board an airplane, take a
seat, and take off. The airplane owns us in some way.
There is nothing we can
practice.

My point is that it is NOT helpful to entrust ourselves
to practice entirely as
have to give up the common sense that is telling us
when we are bored or are simply finding a process
tedious. Just as pain in our body is a symptom telling
us that something needs to be remedied, so ramming
our heads against the walls of tedium is seldom very
helpful.

18

ok

do

i f

bac

abo

we



Perhaps we are stone-dumb as to the subject that we

are practicing, but we are not helpless in all the other

ways we live and should pay attention to those

warning signs of boredom. They can stain our

practice to the point that we abandon it entirely. As

menti oned, l i ke theanwedyds sym
should heed boredom and tedium when they arise

and not just try to bulldoze or put up with them.

And 1itdéds up to us to find the
winds through the practice and live on that to keep us

going. | totally understand that what | write here is

easier said than done and few have met tedium head

on as much as | have. To example that, just consider

that | (and eventually a staff) tackled documenting

ALL recorded music, all recorded film, all important

rock concert posters, all extant books on astrology (in

English), and so on. There was plenty of tedium in

that.

| know only too well how daunting a seemingly infinite
amount of data can be to organize and the strength
and ingenuity it takes to wade through it. | have done
that for some forty years at least. Yet, that kind of
work cannot just be put on automatic. At least with
data (and later with programming and video-editing)
complete attention must be maintained because a
single misplaced number or letter can throw the whole
thing out of whack. That my friends, as mundane as it
may be, is no mean trick. How then do we do it?

Of course, as with any practice, we can hold up the

eventual sought-for result as the pie-in-the-sky we are

after. It can help keep us going; no harm in that. | do it

all the time. However, IMO, that alone is not enough

for most of us to ensure our eventual success (if we

make 1t). As the prayer goes i
daily bread, 0 we have to have

19



encouragement as well. This means that we need
some sign of progress each day as we go along in
order to keep going. This, my friends, | find is harder

to get and thatdéds what we

About the only indicator we can trust is that part of us
that feels bored and admit to ourselves when what we
are doing gets tedious. Those signs, the symptoms of
the practical pain of boredom, are the only light in the
tunnel of practice that | know of and we should pay
close attention to them. | am reminded of the many

ar e

times | sat in t heprabedwithast 6s ¢

sharpish instrument around a tooth, the dentist saying

fiDoes this hurt?0 or ifNow,

would let him know what hurt and he would back
away.

We have to do the same thing with boredom and
tedium in dharma practice (or any practice), pay
attention to the degree of pain we are experiencing
and back off and approach again. There is a way
through tedium because folks do it and manage to
find a way to master a practice. However, not too
much is written about just how that is done.

One thing that is for sure is that pushing the pain of
boredom beyond what we feel like is a sure way to
stain our practice. And it does not take too many
excursions like that to permanently mar a practice
until we just stop doing it altogether. Pain is a warning
sign. We can contaminate our practice to the point
where we abandon it and fixing that contamination
requires first removing those stains and only then
continuing with our work, giving us two practices to
accomplish. Many folks just give up. Check your own
history.

Now, how do we know if our avoidance of boredom is
because we are being a wuss or if we have just found

20
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a sore spot and should back off a bit and more gently
try again. Only we can know how to answer that
guestion and trying to figure this out is the point where
many folks throw in the towel.

As they say, ARome wasnot buil
comes to dharma practice we literally cannot be in a

hurry. We have to do it and with feeling. | know this

only too well as | energetically stepped through the

very extensive Ngondro practice (which took years)

only to have my teacher gently suggest that | do it all

over again, which | did. That was the reward for my

Ahurry. o We canét afford to hu

My dharma teacher told us a story many years ago. It
was about a small group of practitioners who set out
to complete the traditional 3-year closed retreat
together in a bungalow-style building. They had no
sooner locked themselves in and begun to practice
when the main roof-beam collapsed and brought
much of the house down upon them. No one was
hurt, but it was enough to stymie the retreatants and
they gave up, |l eaving the retr
message to us was that once we have vowed such an
endeavor, nothing should dissuade us from
completing it. We just have to figure out how to do it
without staining it as we go.

IMO, boredom is a major (and common) problem, one
that needs to be carefully negotiated. Perhaps more
on this with another blog.
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EQUINOX CRACKS: TASERS FROM THE SUN
March 12, 2018
Scientists are already seeing what are called

AEqui nox Cracks, 0 although the
some ten days away. These so-called cracks are

openings in Earthés magnetic f
for many years that around the two equinoxes
fissuresbegin t o form in the earthos

through which the solar wind can pour creating
brilliant displays of Arctic lights. There was a big one
March 9th and this photo was taken by Kristin Berg in
Norway. Incredible!

An energetic puff of solar wind from the sun is enough

to interact with Earthds magne
through. Technically, this is known as the Russell-

McPherron Effect. As mentioned, these cracks or

fissures are opened by the solar wind, when opposing

magnetic forces cancel each other out, thus

weakening Earthoés magnetic shi
opening for this effect, which is strongest around the

two equinoxes. March has been found to be the most
geomagnetically effective month of the year, thus the
fequinox cracks. oowtds happeni

Nasa spacecraft have detected these cracks, some
the size of California and others wider than our entire
planet. When these cracks are open, the magnetic
fields here on Earth are directly connected to those on
the sun like a taser. Scientists say that it would be
possible to follow a magnetic field line around Earth

and trace it all the way to th
electronic taser, an electroshock extending all the way
from the solar disk right into

22



This effect is thought to be harmless as long as the
atmosphere protects us, blocking or dampening this
stream of particles, whose afterglow is called the
Aurora Borealis. I canot
cracks can mess with the electrical connections in our
heart, causing heart palpitations and other anomolies.

| have paraphrased this article
from SpaceWeather.com, which is a good resource
and will send you bulletins if you sign up.

23
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THE FLAME AND THE SELFIE
March 12, 2018

The Self we love (but are supposed to loathe) is

perhaps something like a hologram, the tip-of-the-top

of the Iiving end of i1t all. T
waving at us, but a sign of what? It is a clear sign as

to what is driving us from our deep karmic traces.

Dazzled perhaps, we are fascinated by the very

apparition of our Self, which Self can only go nowhere

beyond this life. As mentioned, the Self is the living

end of karma that is ripening. And so, perhaps we are

looking in the wrong way and in the wrong direction. It

is not the outer appearance or persona that lasts, but

the inner heart and basis of t
karmic traces, that is important and most telling, the

Storehouse Consciousness from where all

personalities and selves come from in the first place.

The sum of our all our attachments is the glue that
holds the Self together and makes it cohere. Such a
coherent fringe that is right up front draws upon (and
is based on) all our deep karmic desires that currently
make enough sense to rise up.

However, our Self is but the tip of the flame, not the

oil that is burnt to create it. That is important to

realize. We, each person, are an eternal phoenix

(what has been called the Terrible Crystal), which is

always burning and yet we are ever arising from our

own ashes. We don6t see this b
habituated to always looking outward instead of in.

Meanwhile, that mass of our desires and attachments,
our karmic traces, lumbers through space like a great
ship in the night of time. It is easier to see the froth of
the surface waves than the deep well of water from

24



which every wave comes. Either way, both are the

same: water.
The question is: how can what is our focus look at the
focuser when the focuser is bu

mystery each of us has to solve or work through.

That which makes up our particular Self is ephemeral
and perhaps considered even trivial. It is abandoned
at the end of this lifetime, but the karma-machine
causing the Self to arise is anything but that.
Apparently, this is as close to eternal as we get. And
while our personal self is cast off at death (and lost),
our collective karmic traces, the Storehouse
Consciousness (our Pandoradbs B
personal memories and continues on to create all
future selves and personas. No, the Storehouse
Consciousness is not eternal, but neither is the Sun in
the firmament, yet it shines long enough to embrace
all recorded history, so the Storehouse
Consciousness is not just nothing either.

And so, while the Self may appear as a lowly thing of
not much worth to society, yet it is the key result of
our combined karma and this accumulation can serve
to unlock the mystery of us ever since recorded time
through all of our supposedly innumerable rebirths.
The Self is indicative, a sign. And, as the texts state,
perhaps our karmic carriage (the Storehouse
Consciousness) is anonymous, but not when it
fashions persona-masks which we put on and wear
rebirth after rebirth. We are not only one, but many.

Who we will be in the future depends very much on

who we are karmically right now and, to a significant

degree, that karma can (and will be) be unpacked in

each persona based on not only who we are now, but

who we have already already be
movable feast of desire that exists to exhaust itself in
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living until we realize the process and become
enlightened.

How about them apples? LOL.
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DHARMAOGS COLD COMFORT
March 13, 2018

In my opinion, our desire to help others best follows
our ability to directly help. There is no point in trying to
help if we are not yet able to even help ourselves.
Usually our dharma teacher tells us when we are
ready to benefit others (or at least not harm them) by
representing the dharma.

Of course, we all wish to benefit beings, but an
intellectual wish to do so (which we all probably have)
does not mean that we are yet capable of being very
useful. In fact, in the lineage | work with | have not
seen students being told to help or teach students
dharma other then, of course, practically and
physically, with kindness and what compassion we
can.

| 6m not an expert, but | ffeel
reached what is called recognition of the true nature

of the mind, which event marks the beginning of the

realization practices, we would be unable to help

others because until that point we cannot even help

ourselves. It would like being lost without a compass

or the Pole Star. As emphasized earlier, | am not

talking about doing what we can for all beings

physically and with kindness. Of course, we all try to

do that.

IMO, there is a hard stop at the dharma event
traditionally called ARecogni-t
above) unless we have that realization, it would be

like the blind leading the blind, however well-

intentioned we may be. And this is so because until

we have found the ground ofmeditation by
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recognizing the actual nature of our mind, we are still
very much in a state of freefall.

ARecognitiono (termed Kensho i
tradition) is a major turning point in any dharma

practice, the first of what we could called actual
irealizations, o which is stildl
enlightenment. MARecognitiono a
beginning and first step on the long journey toward

enlightenment, the first visible weigh-station on the

path, as | understand it.

Al l of what are called AThe Pr
Common Preliminaries (The Four Thoughts that Turn

the Mind) and the Extraordinary Preliminaries

(Ngondro), including Lojong practice, are designed to

prepare us to, with the help of an authentic teacher,

recognize the true nature of the mind. In other words

ités all about ARecognition. A

Once we have attained fArecogni
that realization, then we might begin to benefit others

through sharing dharma and interaction. Still, IMO, it

is traditional for the teacher to personally signal

permission before we begin to work with others using

the teachings, i.e. are able to teach.

To repeat, my point here is that before we can help
others with learning dharma, we have to help
ourselves to the same. As an analogy, before
Recognition, we are like a comet in an unbound orbit
just passing through life or hurtling along like a
shooting star. With Recognition, we suddenly become
grounded and go into a bound orbit around the
Dharma. That, IMO, makes all the difference. And that
cannot be done without an authentic teacher pointing
out to us the true nature of the mind and our being
ready to receive and actually get it.
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And, to be clear, an authentic teacher is someone

who has already recognized the true nature of their

own mind and thus can help us do the same, IF we

are unobscured enough and ready to have it pointed

out to us. And t homthadthea bi g il
pointing-out instructions a number of times and

completely missed the point. You know | tried! LOL.

Anyway, that IMO is the flow chart of how the dharma
practices fit together, one, two, and three. First there
are the preliminary purification practices, there is then
Recognition, after which (if successful) there are the
realization practices.

I dondt want to make anyone un
the truth is that recognition of the true nature of the

mind requires the pointing-out instructions by an

authentic teacher and our successfully receiving

those instructions, so that our teacher acknowledges

the

fact that we have received the
books or at home alone by ourselves. The above

steps have to be there, all three.

| say this so strongly not to be discouraging, but to

make sure we donodesintoati onali ze
believing we have realized something we have not, be

these words cold comfort or appreciated.
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DHARMA: BEYOND THE TURNING POINT
March 14, 2018

When it comes to practicing dharma and we

encounter boredom we must tread carefully. If we

push our practice to the point of tedium we can stain

that practice with an approach/avoidance syndrome

and basically sidetrack the entire practice into a battle

with combatting boredom. Thato
practice.

l tds up to us to keiwpeveniir pr ac
it means going very slowly or putting it off until we
really want to do it. We can gently probe our practice
to figure all of this out, but slamming ahead despite
the pain and boredom just underscores those
gualities in our mindstream. And that is what stains a
practice. We may not be ready for such a practice,
which is why certain practices like The Ngondro
require permission from an authentic teacher to even
do them. They are not for everybody. Or better put,
they are not for everybody until we are ready.

It is helpful to keep in mind that The Ngondro is done
at our request and not put upon us from above; we
have to ask for it, so to speak. We seek out these
profound practices (although they are tough) when we
decide that what we currently are doing is not going
anywhere, and this is usually due to our own thick
obscurations.

We come around to this view after trying to just sail

through meditation and it does
empty. In the long run, it is easier to take a breather, a

sidetrack, and do The Ngondro than it is to push on

going nowhere. | was one of those folks, but it took

me a while to realize that there was no back door to
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practice and we cano6t go throu
with heart. We canodt withhst do i
heart.

| admit that it is a big decision to take a break from
whatever dharma practice we are doing and go back
to the drawing board by undertaking The Ngondro.
Not everyone wants to do it (or can do it), for that
matter. These are basically (or primarily) purification
practices that are meant to thin out our obscurations
and get us in shape to actually meditate. In other
words, it is up to us. And, as mentioned, we have to
ask for it.

As for me, | asked for it perhaps too early and
Rinpoche said no and gave me another practice to do
instead. Then, quite a bit later, | was given permission
to do Ngondro and did it. | worked hard on it and it
took years. | was working harder on finishing it than |
was on doing it. | wanted to get through it and move
on to the more advanced practices that | had read
and heard about. The realization practices seemed a
lot more interesting than Ngonro and its 500,000
repetitions.

Anyway, when | finally did finish Ngondro, | was really

ready for those advanced practices and so | asked

Rinpoche what practice | should do next. His

response was: AWould you | ike
do if I were you?0 and | said
do another Ngondro. o0 That got
did. My wife Margaret did so as well. The above story

should explain or tell you that HOW we do these

practices is more important than how quickly we do

them or so | found out.

And so, battling with tedium and boredom is not
something | would suggest. Instead, take your time
and find out for yourself what each of the five
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practices that make up Ngondro are all about. Get

into them and do them carefull
how long it is going to take you to finish because if

you dondét do them just right (
the more advanced practices will not work either. And,

as | found out, hurrying is not important if you just

have to do the whole practice all over again. LOL.

Purification practices like Ngondro are just that; they

purifying our mindstream until we can see clearly

enough to do the realization practices. However, | feel

it can be difficult doing Ngondro without some

direction and support, if only
and we can get confused or sometimes lose our way.

And it is tedious. An authentic teacher is preferable,

but those who have successfully done Ngondro will

also work in a pinch, someone we can ask for

guidance.

There comes a point when the dharma (and its

practice) is no longer just a hobby or a fling we are

having. That point is when we realize thatwecan6t g o
much farther in life without the dharma, so there is no
turning back; yet we still have the question of how to
progress in our practice. We have taken a bite of the

apple and eventually are humbled enough to take

direction or at least suggestions. Indeed, that may

well be the time to consider doing Ngondro or as

much of it as we are capable of.

An intellectual practitioner, one who only reads and

thinks may seem possible, but at heart that

combination is an oxymoron. Sooner or later, the

rubber has to meet the road and we have to

physically (and with heart) commit to something.

Either we do or we doné6t commi
That s our <choice. However, if
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practice something like the Ngondro, we take the
plunge and run the risk of not succeeding, etc.

To me, there are two guiding lights that can insure our
success; one depends on our ability to engage with
the practice sensibly, with all our senses, feeling our
way along by heart, and NOT staining the practice
with rote effort. And the other light, which is also
important, is to find someone who knows the path
from experience and who is willing to put up with and
guide us along the way. IMO, both are necessary.

To repeat, the pivot or turning point is when WE

decide that (to whatever degree) we are just spinning

our wheels and are ready to trust an authentic teacher

to assist us. That is huge, but also IMO this is a

mandatory ingredient for a successful purification

practice. A teacher and student work together in what

is a very delicate process. Having someone to ask

guestions to can save an enormous amount of

confusion, not to mention all the attendant suffering

and worry. Yet, itbés more than

Even if we could finish Ngondro without any support
or guidance, immediately beyond that are the
realization practices which are nothing but (at least in
Vajrayana Buddhism) working infinitely close with an
authentic teacher. So, the sooner we can get used to
that (working with an authentic teacher), the better,
IMO.
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BEI NG ALONESTAAOMOBNBLY BOYO
March 15, 2018

[This blog is a little bit serious and a little bit funny, so
hang on please. ]

This whole lonely thing has been a puzzle to me. |

was raised back in the 1950s when not only were

people lonely (as some always are) but modern

science back then painted Earth (and everyone on it)

as a lonely outpost at the far edge of the galaxy, a

warm anomaly in an otherwise cold and alien

uni ver se. Brrrr. Thatodés how we
thinking about loneliness, so what we had was

loneliness squared.

Aside from being programmed by society to feel

isolated, how lonely are we by nature and when do

we feel it the most? | know that | have felt lonely in a

crowd, so thatdos not it. And |
feel lonely alone at Christmas, but | have never

experienced that due to wife, children, and grandkids.

So, when do we feel lonely and why is that?

And then there is the thought that perhaps Buddhists

(as non-theists) are supposed to feel lonelier than
Christians since keepussondt have
company. We dharma practitioners do not have a

friendly god to converse with. We could conjure up an

image of the lonely Buddhist all alone in a godless

world. Instead of a god to help us out, with the

dharma it is very much a do-it-yourself project and |

guess we should know that coming in.

And | candét forget the fa
phil osopher Parmeni des 0B
indicative of our state if we read it that way. LOL.

Being alone for all of us is just a fact of life. Whatever

mo u s
eing
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we are, we have been that way (so they say) for
countless lifetimes. And certainly, we can all be alone
together, i1 f thatoés much hel p.

In the Christian environment in which | was raised, we

were encouraged to call on God
hewouldhe |l p us. I dondt remember |
feedback from above although | did have some luck.

In Buddhism, there is no one for us to call out. We

would be just talking to ourselves. And most of us are

not used to relying on ourselves at the level that god

represents. And that last comment should be

considered by all dharma practitioners. Confidence is

increasingly important as the dharma progresses.

Who are we Buddhists to pray to, if it is not to god?

In Buddhism, great lamas and Mahasiddhas die as
we all do, but the teachings say they continue on in
their enlightened state in some form beyond death. It
is common to invoke or pray to them, not to mention
mixing our mind with theirs, wherever they are and
whatever form they are now in. We do that.

When | stop and consider the differences between
Buddhism and how | was raised in Christianity, the
dharma is very much more of a do-it-yourself sort of
affair. The onus as to whether we progress in our
practice is very much on us. It is said that even if the
Buddha were in the same room with us, he could not
just reach out, touch our third eye, give us a zap, and
we would be enlightened.

What the Buddha COULD do is show us how we
could enlighten ourselves, but we have to do it. Those
instructions are called the dharma and we pretty
much have most of what the Buddha taught written
down and commented on. Like most other things in
life, it comes down to us, what WE feel like doing for
ourselves. And, as most of us know, we can be fickle
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and not feel like doing much at all. That can be a
problem all its own.

My first dharma teacher, who took words apart all the

time, said that the word AAIl on
AnAOhe. 0 Learning to be alone wi
we each already are and have always been) should

be nothing new. We have never been anything but

individually alone and apparently that has been true

forever, through any and all of our rebirths.

It seems to me that feeling alone and lonely is not

natural to us, but just another bad habit that we

picked up along that way and that can be let go of.

Am | ever lonely? Sure, but my response to that is

that those times are suspect. | could say the obvious
tautology that | donét feel al
alone, which is almost all of the time. When | do feel

lonely, left out, or excluded, | am learning to look

more carefully at that state of mind. | find that most of

the time when that happens | am just feeling sorry for

myself or something |ike that.
loneliness, IMO.

And 1 6m not talkiwgiablbovebeTh
whole other kind of loneliness which can seem mighty
real. After all, | grew up with the following tune: LOL.

Paul Ankads fildm Just a Lonely
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gxnxhxqgJSWE

What kind of loneliness are you familiar with?
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KARMA : THOSE DEEP DOWN STUBBORN
STAINS
March 16, 2018

The term and concept of karma has pretty-much
found its way into our vocabulary. There is something
important about karma that | feel is essential to grasp,
so | will try to emphasize it here. Years ago, my first
dharma teacher (who for me was impeccable) told me
this. It was a little trick he did with string and his
fingers (which | dondét remembe
solution was that you could always solve the problem
by adding on more string, but you never could solve it
by taking any string away. Of course, he was teaching
me something and | imagine you get the point as |

eventually did. We can give mo
back what has already been given.
APositivityo is |ike wwafdount ai

and negativity is just the reverse, draining us.

Sometimes | think being positive is just like the solar

wind, whose pressure (aside fr
influence on us) keeps Earth protected from alien

radiation like cosmic rays. Or there is the old phrase

that a good offence is the best defense, and thus the

idea of making effort, putting out, pouring forth.

| feel this is especially true with negative thoughts or
worries. I note them, but dono
not paying my light bill) spend time worrying about

them, since that worry itself underscores itself and

leaves deep karmic traces in our mindstream. All

worries do. See what | am getting at?

There is a natural kind of protection from a positive
flow or attitude which is not the same as an inability to
let go of the past, what happened. In other words, it is
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not a question of simply ignoring the negative, but
rather of noting it, but not dwelling on it. It might help
to understand that one of the principle principles in
Buddhism, in fact the very first word of advice from

the great Mahasidda Tilopa, wa
Past. o

By that, | wunderstand this to
money after bad or dondt add i
negative fiwhatevero by dwellin

no matter how embarrassing or horrible it was. Tilopa

says doné6ét prolong i1it; he did
it. Take note and keep walking (forward) and do what

you can to remedy any mistakes as you walk along.

Yet, dondét stop moving forward
backward trying to rejigger the past and make it

alright in your head. What happened is just what it is

or was.

The dharma is pretty straightforward in this regard.

And it stems, IMO, from the principle that what is

done is done and thus is water over the dam. You

candt get the toothpaste back
all, this extends to karma, which point is very

important to understand. When karma is recorded, it

is done and delivered to our mindstream. Voila! Going

back and trying to carry the water that has gone over

the dam back to where it used to be is futile. It is

literally a waste of time. Mostly, it does not work.

Instead, as | understand it, the easiest way to launder
our karma is not to touch it what we have done, but to
instead purify ourselves of the attachments that
caused the karma in the first place. Stop creating it.
Karma that is recorded will always ripen. There is very
little that we can do about removing it. Instead, learn
how not to record it in the first place. That is the way
to remove it; prevent it.
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Instead, we work now (in the present) to remove our
obscurations so that we
karma, rather than trying to erase or repair the karma
we did record. Imagine what the tip of our eraser
would look like. LOL.

Andthati s t he basic dhar ma
communicate, which is to change the present so that
any new past we create does not need laundering or
clean-up. As | look around at so many different
therapies, mostly all | see is clean-up going on, folks
trying to get out (as they used to say) those deep-
down stubborn stains. | am not saying that there is no
good in the therapy of trying to rework the past, but
rather that it is more often like the tar baby in the
Uncle Remus stories, where the more you punched
the tar baby, the more you were stuck in it. Trying to
launder and re-launder the past is like that, IMO.

The past that we create now in the present has the
potential to be as pure as we can be pure; just not all
the many dharma purification practices -- preventative
maintenance.
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THE STOREHOUSE CONSCIOUSNESS: KARMA
CHAMELEON
March 17, 2018

The Alayavijnana is more commonly called the
NfnStorehouse Consciousnesso ofr
AnAl aya. o As defined by its ori
Buddhism (pronounced: yoga-car-an), there are eight
consciousnesses: Alayavijnana is the eighth

consciousness, the other seven being the five sense
consciousnesses (eye, ear, nose, taste, and tactile),

the mental sense consciousness (6th), and the egoic-

mind consciousness (7th). The Yogacarans

introduced the seventh and the eighth

consciousnesses. Most mainline types of Buddhism

only recognize six consciousnesses.

I prefer the term Al ayavijnana
Consciousnesso because |i ke al
very sound carries a certain essential meaning, but |

know Sankrit can be off-putting to some. For those

who have no fear, the word is easy to pronounce: AH-

LIE-AH VISZ-NAH-N A H , where the syl |l abl
l' i ke the AViso in the word Avi

The Alayavijnana (sometimes called the causal mind

or subconscious) is a vast storehouse where every

memory that we have had (now or in past lives) is

stored, along with all manner of karmic traces and

latent tendencies called vasanas, which are often

defined as fswirsehse,so0 wohri ciihd et e r m
from a Sanskrit root that mean
it is meant that vasanas are traditionally described like

a smell that clings to us after something smelly comes

near or contacts us. For instance, if we put a dead

fish in a box with some clean clothes and later
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remove the fish, that smell will cling to the box (and
clothes) long afterward. In a similar way, vasanas are

said to be |ike the Asmell so f
that arise from the Alayavijnana and cling to us as
desires.

For some, this may be a new concept to grasp, but

the idea is that a vasana or desire is stored and

emerges from the Alayavijnana (like all karma), where

it has been stored from our past lives. It arises as a

restless urge within us that will not cease until it is

realized, until the object of the vasana is enjoyed and
experienced. We canét help but
We want to.

This may be hard to define, but we all experience and
know exactly what is being said here. A vasana is an
irresistible desire to enjoy or experience whatever
drives it, a restlessness that we cannot suppress. This
is the nature of karma and the Alayavijnana contains
all the karma of ours there is.

| find the Alayavijnana (Storehouse Conscousness)
fascinating and seldom considered, at least here in
the West where we are mostly focused on our Self
(our persona in this world), which persona is nothing
but the specific result or reflection of (and from) the
Alayavijnana. Our current Self, which is the result of
this lifetime, is just one of many, perhaps

i nnumer abl e, personas that hav
our endless rebirths. And in every one of them, that
which creates our persona (the Alayavijnana) goes
unheralded and perhaps unknown.

Could it be the fact that the Storehouse
Consciousness is just that, literally a storehouse
which like a makeup kit has no observable or
determinate form of its own? Yet, from it, all of our
many selves or personas have arisen through our
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rebirths and been painted or will be painted using our
attachments to create what we call our Self.

Talk about working behind the scenes, | trust that you
get the idea that this Self-creator (this Alayavijnana),
like a movie producer, is ever in the background, yet
from it comes all of our personalities, the outer visible
veneer that we know as us. And we have no way to
turn around and just shine a light on it because while
potent, it is as of yet indeterminate. Its determination
is effected in our Self and our many selves from
countless rebirths, or so the teachings state.

The Yogachara teachings say that the Alayavijnana is
finally exhausted of its content and only ends at our
enlightenment, but until that time it is passed through
time from rebirth to rebirth and represents our
particular karmic traces. Other commentaries point
out that the Alayavijnana is emptied not by physically
exhausting it (like water down a drain), but rather by a
change in our attitude or view, how we see it, so that
what was experienced as karmic traces for perhaps
millennia, with enlightenment, is seen for what it is
and becomes null or inert as far as karma. We realize
and see things differently.

In other words, our view is transformed and karmic

traces are no longer perceived as an obstacle. | have

seen this concept expressed both ways. The second
approach is more sophisticated and in synch with the
advanced dharma teachings, what are called the pith
texts. As for me, |l coul dnodt
better understand the nature of my own mind and the
situation | find myself in. The Yogacara philosophy

helps; it seems natural to me.

Not able to read Sanskrit, I
scholarly papers on the Storehouse Consciousness,
although from what | gather many of the authors are
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not really practitioners, but scholars. The clearest
statements IMO on this topic come from the Ven.
Traleg Kyabgon Rinpoche, in his brilliant book
AnKarma: What It I s, What
well as scattered through his other books and
writings. | am sure there may be other authors in
English, but I have not found them.

This subject may sound pretty conceptual and flighty
to some, but the results that arise for us from the
Storehouse Consciousness are anything but abstract,
like our persona and Self. We have had centuries of
focus on the Self and the persona, but almost zero
concern about the mother of the Self, all our
attachments as stored in the Alayavijnana.

Vasanas, like homeopathy, are rarified dilutions of our
own actions that nevertheless are effective
scaffoldings from which to rebuild and continue a
particular karmic trace or desire, like potent
holograms. Rather than consult our memories to
decide whether something is good or bad for us, a
vasana that is strengthened and underscored by
repetition, instead of being just a memory for
reference, becomes a desire that wants to be
reinforced until it takes over managing the mind. The
vasanas or desires demand to be satisfied. They
become an active desire rather than a passive
memory to reference.

Vasanas are Pavlovian. The problem is that they are
not simple experiences or memories for recall, but
when repeated and underscored, they breed
attachment and become active desires that
relentlessly seek satisfaction. So, when accessed in
our next birth, vasanas that have risen to the strength
of desires, arise as such. What might be a penchant
for sweets may have become, through repetition, an
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active desire such that t hat w
attachment at work.

To me, this is how I find that | belong to a particular

tribe or philosophy, because | am attracted to it. It is

clear that | am a Yogacaran at heart. This fascination

with the Alayavijnana is more than just an idle interest

on my part. For me, it is more like identifying with it

myself, personally, a matter of discovering who | am

and where | come from. Every once in a while we

di scover something that just c
| feel about the Yogacara phil
already (and has always been) a part of me
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WHEN IN DOUBT, RIDE THE MOON CYCLE
March 18, 2018

There are all kinds of cycles and rhythms, as we
know, impossible long cycles like the solar system
orbiting the Galaxy center (230 million years) and
nano-cycles that are too small to mention. But then
there are convenient cycles, cycles that are just long
enough for us to keep them in mind and perhaps even
develop an awareness of them and follow. The
monthly lunar cycle is one of those and like Goldilocks
and the baby bear, the Moon cycle is not too long and
not too short, but just right. And like a train or a bus, it
comes around every thirty days or so: 29 days, 12
hours, 44 minutes, and 2.8 seconds in a synodic
month.

My personal ups and down or cycles happen
regularly, whether I like it or not. No matter what kind

of trip I get on, itcttesesnodt |
One day | am riding high and a
| 6ve been dropped off at some
am once again, as Dylan said 0
known. 0 As mentioned earlier

the bus all over again. It is seldom that bad, but it
happens.

Another way to say this is that everything fresh gets

stale sooner or later and usually too soon for me. We

are cyclic-beings traveling in what the Buddhists call

Samsara, this world of cycles -- up, down, and

around. After all, the word moon comes from the Latin
Aimetiri, o which means fAto meas
been used to measure time like forever.

My point here is that when things go south and we
wind up on | ifeds highway with
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for me t ha teGosnotawhg®lard inthe m
monthly lunar cycle and get back in rhythm or synch
with it. Or, as they say, nGet

| am not one of those astrologers who lives by the

astrological calendar, planning my life out by the

stars. Quite the contrary, | just live my life and when |

run aground is when | check ou
the heavens. Most often | run dry get disoriented, so

to speak, in those last three days just before the New

Moon. There | am, wide awake a
morning and figuratively staring at the ceiling. Often it

is my wife Margaret who points
almost New Moon time again. Therefore, take how |

feel with a grain of salt.

And that always makes sense to me, because those
three days before a New Moon, which time used to be
called the Devil Days in medieval times and is in
Tibetan Buddhist astrology called the Dharma
Protector Days. The lunar cycle is all about changes
and perhaps the most obvious change is the one at
New Moon, heralded by those prior three days, when
things tend to go flat.

My wife says something | ike #fi
tomorrow, 0 and there | am, bus
And that always explains it and | just relax, try to go

with the fIl ow, and I 6m alright

never remember until | do. As mentioned, | am not a
rule-ridden kind of guy. With my natal Moon conjunct
Saturn conjunct Uranus in Taurus, all three bodies
within a few degrees of one another in the zodiac

(and within less than half a minute in azimuth), it is
Uranus that wins out and is in exact focus, at least
where | | ive here in Big Rapi
|l i ke me some freedom, 0 as th
live by a bus schedule.
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Just as our heart beats every second, so does the
monthly moon cycle have beats and ones that we
march too more than we know. And just as the Full
moon is the peak of expansion, so the New Moon is
the most inner or contracted time of the month. And
like a breath, the First and Second Quarters of the
Moon are when we inspire or breath it all in and the
Third and Fourth Quarters of the Moon are when we
expire and let it all out. Working against the lunar
cycle never turns out well for me.

And here in the West, we are kind of crude with our
four monthly divisions of the lunar cycle. In India,
Tibet, and China the lunar cycle is divided into thirty
separate lunar days, each with its own particular
meaning and articulation of the cycle. For those
particular die-hards like myself, | wrote a whole book
on the moon that has about all the detail you could
ever want about the lunar cycle and how to use it, all
453 pages of it. The book is a free download here and
includes interpretations:

iMot her Moono
http://spiritgrooves.net/pdf/e-books/MotherMoon.pdf
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FORCING FACTS: ASTROLOGY IS CULTURAL
ASTRONOMY
March 19, 2018

| love it. Years ago when | first programmed astrology

on calculators and later on home computers and

shared my programs with my fellow astrologers, they

loved to think of me (and said so!) as technical, the

Geek, but Awink, winko they ha
interpretation. | seldom said anything, but little did

they know that I am an interpreter just as much as

they are, just one more in touch with the astronomical

facts.

|l did not start out as the fdte
imagine me as (and limit me to), but rather a full-

blown dreamer just like them. LOL. | learned about

astronomy because | wanted more and clearer facts

to help me interpret, not because | was a nerd. When

| was young, the word finerdo d
A lot is made about astrology being cultural
astronomy. It sounds right, do

the interpretation of astronomical events? | think so.
But what does that mean to astrologers? Do we
actually pay much attention to the astronomy upon
which our astrology is based? And what would that
mean?

It would mean, as it should, that we astrologers take

our cue from the astronomers. In other words, we

interpret the facts of astronomy and nothing more.

Adding psychism or using astrology as an oracle is

fine, but thatods not technical
words, astrology can be an oracle, but so can

anything else in the world i whatever floats your boat.
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ARnTo each his owsshekissadtie t he | ad
pig!o

If we want to learn more about astrology, we are
limited to the astronomical facts and they are always
available to us, if we will just dig a little. After all,
astrologers intend to tell us what all the astronomical
facts mean. | guess my point is that in order to do
that, we would have to know something about the
facts, because, when all is said and done, the facts
have it. They are what we, as astrologers, interpret.
Anything else is beside the point.

| have made a habit of looking into the facts on which
astrology is based, and i n man
reference all of them here, bu
our mother Moon.

We could write books about the moon; | have even

done that. But here, foer this
some lunar facts and see if any of them set off some
synapses in your brain. Il t6s a

develop astrology. Here, we will talk about the radial

and tractive force of the moon. Most of us are familiar

with the radial force (moon-up and moon-down), but |

woul d bet few astrologers know
horizontal or tractive force. That is one point.

Another is to example the relationship of the sun,
earth, and moon in the monthly cycle. For that, | drew
some little diagrams that | find thought provoking.
Perhaps you will too. Here are some facts to feed on:

THE PULL OF THE MOON

The Moon's pull is strongest when it is nearest us and
that happens when it is straight up or overhead (Moon
Up). This point is called the zenith.

A second strong point occurs when the Moon is at the
opposite point or beneath us at a point called the
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nadir (Moon Down). The Moon is weakest in radial
upward force when it is on either horizon, rising or
setting. At these times the radial force is directed
downwards toward the center of the Earth.

When the Moon is at the zenith (overhead),
gravitational force is at its strongest and it pulls us up,
ever so slightly. When the Moon is at the nadir (on the
other side of the Earth from us), a special form of
centrifugal force, stronger than gravity, pushes us out
or away from the surface of the Earth. In other words,
the effect of the Moon at zenith or nadir is to lift us up
or away from the surface of the Earth, but for different
reasons.

The two points during the day when the Moon is up or
down are when the radial lunar force is at a
maximum. However, sometimes the pull of Moon Up
is greater than that for Moon Down, and vice versa.
This variation depends upon what is called the diurnal
inequality, which varies during the course of a month.
This diurnal inequality is responsible for the difference
in the height of successive high tides and depends
upon which part of the ecliptic the Moon is located.

Using the Tropical Zodiac, when the Moon is in the
equinoctial signs (Aries and Libra), the pull of Moon
Up is the same as that of Moon Down for a given day.
However, when the Moon is in the solsticial signs
(Cancer and Capricorn), the pull is unequal. When the
Moon is above the equator and in the sign Cancer,
the pull at Moon Up is always stronger than the pull at
Moon Down. When the Moon is below the equator
and in the sign Capricorn, the pull at Moon Down is
always stronger than the pull at Moon Up.

Your geographic latitude will affect how unequal the
Moon Up and down can be. For example, if | am here
in Big Rapids at almost 44 degrees of latitude North
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and the Moon has a declination of minus 28 degrees
(which it can reach), then at Moon up, the angle
between my zenith (Moon up) and the Moon is some
72 degrees.

However, some 12 hours later, when the Moon is at
my nadir (Moon down), the angle between my nadir's
latitude (40 degrees South) and the declination of the
Moon at -28 degrees is only some 16 degrees. At this
time, the Moon Down pull will be much stronger than
the Moon Up pull.

The Moon is weakest, as mentioned, when it is on the
horizon, either rising or setting, each day. However,
this too varies during the month depending on the
declination of the Moon. The closer the Moon comes
to your own geographic latitude, the stronger the
effect. Therefore, if you are residing in northern
latitudes, the Moon will be closer to you in the ecliptic
sign Cancer and this will cause the Moon to be
somewhat stronger at moonrise and set.

Both the Sun and Moon exert a gravitational pull on
the Earth. Although the Sun is much more massive,
its greater distance results in the gravitational pull of
the Moon being almost twice that of the Sun. In any
case, we experience their combined effect rather than
each singly. This effect varies with the monthly lunar
cycle.

At New and Full Moons, the combined pull of the Sun
and the Moon is greatest. This pull is weakest at the
lunar quarters. Therefore, this pull waxes and wanes
with the month. It is strongest at New Moon, grows
weaker at First Quarter, is strong again at the Full
Moon and then weak at Fourth Quarter, and on
around. At New and Full Moon, the Moon's tidal effect
is, in effect, added to the solar effect and the resultant
tractive force is in increased in the ration 3:2, the tide-
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generating force of the Sun being one half that of the
Moon. During the First and Last Quarters, when the
Moon and Sun are some 90 degrees apatrt, the
resultant tractive force is roughly one half of the lunar
force alone.

This combined solar/lunar force is subject to some
variation (other than that already pointed out) due to
the fact that the Moon can have latitude above or
below the ecliptic. The Moon's orbit can reach some 5
degrees above or below the plane of the Earth's orbit,
the ecliptic. Where the Moon crosses the ecliptic are
what are called the ascending and descending nodes
of the Moon. At these points (twice a month), the
combined force of the Sun and Moon is greatest.
Eclipses emphasize this even more.

TIDAL VECTOR

So far, we have discussed something of the effects of
the Moon as it transits overhead or beneath our feet
each day. Yet it is the combined vector force of the
Sun and Moon that produces the strongest pull that
we feel during any 24 hour period. Keeping track of
this vector force is a little complicated and that is
where the ANatur al Cycleso pro
available) can be a real lifesaver. It does it for us. In
fact the program will keep track of the Sun and Moon
singly or their combined vector. In any case, here are
the various components that the program calculated
and graphed:

RADIAL COMPONENT

This is the tidal component that lifts us away from the
face of the Earth at zenith and nadir passage. You will
note that there are two periods each day (zenith &
nadir) when this component reaches a maximum
value and that, depending on your geographic
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latitude, these are often unequal in magnitude. At the
rising and setting points of the moon in the daily cycle,
the effect is to push us down towards the center of the
Earth. At ALL other points, aside from the above
mentioned four, the effect is transverse or horizontal.
And these horizontal (tractive) forces are seldom
mentioned, but just as important:

HORIZONTAL COMPONENT

In addition to the vertical or radial tidal components,

there are horizontal or transverse forces that push

and pull us across the surface of the Earth in various
directions. The earthdos rotati
changes in the tide-generating forces both in direction

and magnitude.

EAST/WEST HORIZONTAL COMPONENT

These forces reach zero values at zenith, nadir,
rising, and setting times and become strongest at the
intermediate times (45 degree points) between the
above four events. These horizontal components vary
depending upon the geographic latitude. In a 24 hour
period, the effect of the horizontal component is as
follows:

Starting from Moon up, the transverse pull grows
stronger to the West, reaches maximum magnitude
some 45 degrees (3 hours) after Moon Up, and fades
until we reach the point at which the Moon is setting
at which time the horizontal force has again dropped
to zero.

After this we are pulled to the East, dropping off again
at Moon Down. At this point, a Westerly pull is again
felt, diminishing to zero at Moonrise. After Moonrise,
we experience an Easterly pull, reaching a peak some
three hours (45 degrees) before the Moon is at our
zenith, and dropping to zero at the zenith point.
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NORTH/SOUTH HORIZONATAL COMPONENT

These force also have a North South component that
varies on a 24 hour basis. It is much like the
East/West component, and functions as follows.
There is no North/South component for places located
along the equator. In other latitudes, the force vector
describes an ellipse. At Moon up and Moon down, it is
directed toward the South, while at Moonrise and
Moonset it is directed toward the North. The
North/South component is of the same order of
magnitude as the East/West component.

DECLINATION CYCLE

The monthly cycle (tropical month of 27.32 days) of
lunar declination contributes to the overall tidal
effects. The closer the Moon comes to being
overhead, the more powerful are its effects. If we live
in the northern hemisphere, then when the Moon
rides high above the celestial equator, when it is in
the sign Cancer, it will comes closest to our own
geographic latitude, and to being overhead. This
effect can further be enhanced when the latitude of
the Moon reaches its maximum value of some 5
degrees. Thus the total declination of the Moon can
reach some 28 1/2 degrees above and below the
ecliptic. This happens (North or South) once in about
18.6 years.

PERIGEE/APOGEE

These are the points when the Moon, due to its non-
circular orbit, is closest and furthest (respectively) to
the Earth. The Moon moves at its greatest speed
when it is at perigee and at its slowest when furthest
from the Earth at apogee. The gravitational pull of the
Moon is much stronger at perigee than at apogee.
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The apogee/perigee points (the line of apsides that
connects them) are not fixed along the ecliptic, but
move slowly forward along the ecliptic over a nine
year period.

LUNAR SPEED

In addition, this line of apsides also flucuates
backwards and forwards in the ecliptic slightly with a
period of 31.81 days. This is due to the eccentricity of
the Moon's orbit, and this fluctuation is called
evection. The resulting effect is that the Moon speeds
up and slows down at different rates in the four weeks
from one perigee to the next.

The Moon's speed is also affected by the lunar
phases, since the Sun's pull on the Moon is different
in the various lunar quadrants. The Moon moves
faster from the Last Quarter to the New Moon, and
slower from the New Moon to the First Quarter. It also
speeds up from the First Quarter to the Full Moon,
and slows down from the Full Moon to the Last
Quarter.

NODALCYCLE

The greatest possible astronomical tide-generating
force occurs when, at the same time, the Sun is at
perigee, the Sun and Moon are at Full or New Moon,
and both the Sun and Moon have zero declination.
This happens about once in 1600 years, 250 B.C.,
1400 A.D, and it will happen around 3300 A.D.

MAJOR TIDE-RELATED PHENOMENA

SEM-DIURNAL (12 hr., 25 min.) Time between Moon
up and Moon down caused by the rotation of the
Earth.
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DIURNAL (24 hr., 50 min.), time between succeeding
upper and lower transits of the Moon caused by
rotation of the Earth and declination of Sun and Moon.

INTERVAL BETWEEN SPRING TIDES (14.76 days
average), time from New Moon to Full Moon or vice

versa caused by the phase relation between the Sun
and Moon.

LUNAR FORTNIGHTLY (13.66 days), time for moon
to change declination from zero to maximum and
back to zero caused by the varying declination of the
Moon.

ANOMALISTIC MONTH (17.55 days), time for moon
to go from perigee to perigee caused by the ellipticity
of the Moon's orbit.

SOLAR SEMI-ANNUAL (182.6 days), time for Sun to
change declination from zero to maximum and back
to zero caused by the varying declination of the Sun.

ANOMALISTIC YEAR (365.26 days), time for the
Earth to go from perigee to perigee caused by the
ellipticity of the Earth's orbit.

PART TWO

That was just part one.
any sense out of some other astronomical facts. This
can be a test if you want it to be, but | hope it will
spark your insight into how facts can be unpacked
into what they mean.

Here are diagrams | drew of the four quarters of the
moon, showing the positions of the sun, moon, and
the earth. Things I find interesting are whether the
moon is within the orbit of the earth or outside of it,
whether the moon is behind (in the zodiac) or ahead
of the earth, whether it is going in the direction that
the earth is traveling or going in the opposite direction
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that the earth is going OR at right angles to the
direction the earth is traveling, either heading inward
or outward.

| find this kind of analysis fascinating. Do you? What
are your thoughts?

[Diagrams by me.]
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New Moon

1) Moon Closer to The Sun

2) Sun/Moon/Earth Alignment

3) Moon Heading Opposite Direction Earth
4) Moon Heading Into Earth's Wake/Past
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First Quarter Moon

1) Moon/Earth Equidistant the Sun
2) Moon in Wake of Earth

3) Moon Right Angles Earth

4) Moon Heading Outer Space
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Full Moon

1) Moon Outside Earth's Orbit

2) Sun/Earth/Moon Alignment

3) Moon/Earth Together

4) Moon/Earth Heading Same Direction
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Last Quarter Moon

1) Moon Ahead of Earth in Space

2) Moon Right Angle to Earth

3) Moon Heading Toward Sun

4) Moon/Earth Equidistant From Sun
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SHADOW FACTS AND SEEING
March 20, 2018

Figuring out what something means or points at is a
round-about way to knowing it. | consider the

Aimeani ngo of somet hack,qwuchs it s
like photons leave their trajectories in space.

Meanings are just pointers and their interpretation are

literally beside the point, so to speak. Why not just get

right to the point, to what meanings are all pointing

at?

| am not saying that meanings are not valuable or

useful; | use them all the time. What | question is how

necessary they are in order for us to realize what the
meaning refers to. Candt we se
something even without knowing what it means,

without help, so to speak? It would seem that we can.

As | like to say: if a meaning is the shadow of a fact,

then Insight Meditation is realizing their nature directly

through their own inherent luminosity... or something

l i ke that. | 6m contwodd®ft i ng her
interpreting facts (their meaning), an unnecessary

mental step, as opposed to the light of direct insight,

i.e. with ASeeingo their actua

|l m not a dharma schol ar and d
become one. | am a practitioner who cannot follow the

scholars all that well, perhaps because | do not read

Sanskrit. Instead, | have to depend on my own

experience and practice for much of what | realize.

And while that is never extensive enough to please

me, it is something real and immediate.

Replacing a lifetime of interpretation-techniques,
which are many, varied, and themselves prone to
interpretation, with the direct methods of Insight
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Meditation only makes sense, but Insight Meditation

takes actual work on our part. It is much easier to

continue to refine (at a distance) our interpretive

techniques, along with all the shadowiness and
Ameaningso they entail, than i
Meditation to the point of actual realization and clarity.

In my experience, Insight Meditation totally trumps the

decades of interpretive techniques | worked with

using astrology. l't6s similar
shadowy room. Since these two techniques seem so

dissimilar, how do they relate?

IMO, the difference is not so much to be found in the
results of these two techniques (although they are
totally different), as it is in what each does to the
practitioner or interpreter. Instead of wasting time
comparing results (which one certainly can only do to
a degree), look instead at what they change and
require of the interpreter/meditator. The interpretive
techniques, no matter how sophisticated, do not alter
what the Buddhists would call
nature of the mind of the interpreter, which remains
entirely samsaric.

However, the results of Insight Meditation are

themselves the actual result and they are only made

possible after an initial transformation in the mind of

the meditator, and this before Insight Meditation is

even possible. And Insight Meditation is not

considered a firel ati viewat samsar
is called by Buddhi glialsstcan fabs
technique.

What this means in practical terms is that in Insight

Meditation there is no relative (discursive) measuring

by the mind (i.e. no conceptualization), but rather a

direct experiencingor A Seei ngo of the act
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what is there to be seen. Insight Meditation is itself a
realization and not an interpretive conceptualization.

Insight Meditation is like when we first learned to ride

atwo-wh e e | bi ke and said ALook M:
Conceptualization is not necessary, because there is

nothing to be explained or even considered.

Forgive me i f this is a |little
why Insight Meditation is said to be ineffable, beyond

words, and beyond interpretation of any kind. My best

advice is not to attempt understanding these

differences conceptually, but just allow these ideas to

be present and soak in. Understanding may come

later and, in rare instances, realization may arise.

That has been my experience.

And so, here | have contrasted my many, many years
of interpretation-training through astrology with my
not-as-many years of Insight Meditation training in
dharma practice. | hoped to have communicated a
sense of the differences and particularly to accent the
extreme clarity of Insight Meditation.
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INTERPRETATION: THE SHADOW OF FACTS
March 22, 2018

Years ago (and | 6 m-196@8s), ki ng abo
wrote one of what | call my mantra poems. To me, a
Aimantra poemo i s meant to be r
carefully articulated. They push the edge of sense as

close to non-sense as possible, yet (to me) still ring

true. Since this poem is about
|l ittle churchy, but i1itds not.
fallen. The poem is about facts, the issuing of them,

and (as the title says) that faith itself is a force.

FORCE OF FAITH

The form of force enforcing form,
Finds freedom from that form in fact.

And in fact forced is freed,
A form of force with faith in form that finds in fact:
Faith itself a force.

Thus, force finds itself in form on faith.

And force enforcing faith in form,
And form informing faith of force,

Faith is that force in form.
Faith is our form of force.

Aside from the word Afaith, o w
days, the poem is about sensitivity to facts. And in this

article 1itos about the astrono
astrologers are not making the facts, but rather
foll owing astronomer s researc

what these facts might mean or do mean to us.
Astronomy has the luxury of (hopefully) hard facts (to
the degree that anything is permanent), while as
astrologers we are working with not even a soft-
science, but trying to grasp what all of these emerging
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facts fAimeanodo or point to. It
skeptical as to astrology. Interpretation of any kind is
not easy. Thatodos why we have i

And to be good at astrology, it takes a special set of
gualities and, in my experience, those qualities have
to be honed and honed for a long time. In essence,
our job as astrologers is like describing a forest based
on the trees.

It i s clear that some astrol og
even psychics, but | dondét <con
purely astrological. Sure, intuition is key in astrology

as it is in almost any hvocatio
how important intuition is to all of us, but that would

be another blog. Astrology (more than most

vocations) depends upon sensitivity to what can be

very vague or ephemeral concepts. It may seem to

some like measuring pixie dust or something.

We have to be able to trust our intuition and realize

that the kind of tenuous interpretations we are

working with are not always totally clear, even to us.

And it can be hit or miss. I
panning for gold, but it does remind me a bit of the

Atlantis rising legend, but for us it would be an

underwater swim where we feel out what is there in

the landscape (and describe it) before time gets its

paws on it.

This is where (and why) astrologers, by carefully

following the astronomical research, kind of curb their
imagination enough (through invoking the actual

facts) that they avoid the wildest flights of fancy and

dondot end up -fistion. Thetuthl i enc e
found is, indeed, stranger than any fiction that I could

come up with. The astronomical facts keep us in the

ballpark of reality. And it is from there that we

interpret.

o
3
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And while the astronomical facts remain the fiducial,
there is more to astrology than just the astronomical
facts, although facts are, at least for me, the
touchstone or home base. If | do my best to study and
keep the facts in mind, juggling them as best | can,
intuitively (or so it seems) | invoke and perhaps sense
what the facts mean. And, out of the fog of the future
emerges something eventually tangible-enough to
make sense, although often obliquely. | then share
that image with others and see if it registers with

anyone. That, in my experience
the process of interpreting, at least creative

interpretation.

As far as registering facts so that others understand

us, well, thatodos a mixed bag.
interpretations, thereds an 1in

agreement, but with others we can be very much left
twisting in the wind and entirely on our own. It very
much seems t hat ccerstoaiam ep dtienret
Alka-Seltzer tablet dropped in a glass of water. They
shed all kinds of fizz and always seem to scoot farther
into the future. Yes, | garner something from them
(and that accumulates), but the kernel of what could
be a potential fact never quite appears. It still seems
(and | sense) that something more important is still
coming. | have some factoids that have remained just
out of reach for decades. LOL.

The mother-load (the elephant in the room) of all
discovery is the mind itself. | kid you not. Every

thought, word, and idea since the beginning of time

has come out of the mind and, like a cornucopia, it is
never empty. The trouble and work it takes to learn to
mind the mind, so to speak, is worth the effort beyond
val ui ng. | thérsfall Inteknets, filledevithmo t
everything you or | could think of and even more that
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we coul dnot . From the mind wi.l
there is.

So, while early-on in my astrological journey, | found
that the astronomical facts, when focused on, paid
huge dividends as regards interpretation, in my later
years, once | learned about Insight Meditation, an
entirely new level of clarity and discovery was
possible, something beyond simple interpretation.

IMO, astrological Interpretations are reflections, like a

mirrored image of a fact or what is true. Or, we could

say that in some sense interpretations are the

shadows that facts cast. However, Insight Meditation

is not reflection-based, but a matter of seeing the

Afacto or idea (wlydheewar) as i
big difference, IMO.

Somewhere along in there, | switched from reading
shadows to learning to see directly by the light that
the truth of things emit in full clarity. It is totally
addictive.

68



PAYING IT BACKWARD

There is a point in life where we stop paying it forward

(at | east personally) because
tomorrow. And | dondt know of
pay it backward, but here are some thoughts on that.

Of course, we can pay it forward for our family and

others, and do. In my case, by this point in life,

Apaying it forwardo is a deep
sublimation or whatever. Conceptually speaking, this

idea we have of linearity (life as a timeline) is a

temporary thing, perhaps simply a false impression, is

it not? After all, personally we eventually just run right

out of the line-of-time scenario into rebirth, which is

cyclic.

Having lived almost 77 years, | realize that what |
assumed all my life was a straight line of time is not
linear at all. It is spherical or cyclical or helixical (if that
is a word) and is, for all practical purposes, a
hemisphere (at least consciously) at that. What | have
always imagined as a straight line is in fact a curve.
And, oddly enough, a sort of mantra | have played in

the backofmy mi nd since | dondt kn
phrase AThe straighter the [
And, I f thatdés a hai ku, I fin

around.

As a young person, if not from birth, at least early-on,
what | thought was a line to the future is just an
ascent (more like an arc) to the prime-of-life. And
what | assumed from there was that same straight line
continuing into old age, is rather more like a
descending arc (again, half-a-hemisphere) from the
prime-of-life toward death, leaving an entire hidden or
unconscious other hemisphere to handle the bardo
and our eventual rebirth i a full circle or spiral.
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So, gradually an image that formed in my mind was of
a hemisphere of youths riding the ascending arc (from
all 360-degree directions) to reach the prime-of-life
and simultaneously a hemisphere of the aging
descending from the prime-of-life into the bardo in the
same 360-degree directions, a kind of revolving door.

Tal k about #Aships passing in t
grows on me. Years ago, back in the 1970s, | had a

bit of a vision to the effect that the image of the Sun,

with light rays emanating from its surface in all

directions came to mind. And the punch in the vision

was that each of the infinite sunrays only went so far

out into space and no farther. The rays faded out into

the darkness of deep space. Anyway, the upshot of

the image, the impact of it all, was that as | realized

that the sunrays did not extend out forever, my gaze

gave up looking outward (linearly), reverted, and was
naturally directed back at the Sun itself, this radiant
being of | i-Symhd$otospedakdb s an al |

So, the gesture was a simple turn-of-the-head, first
from watching the sunrays going out into deep space,
to ultimately having my attention directed back at the
Sun itself. The famous photo of an astronaut on a
tether in space looking back at Earth is similar. This
gesture or mudra explained so much and so simply,
at least to my mind at the time. And the result of that
little insight or vision is that I titled my first astrology
book AThe Sun is Shini-ng!o It
range heliocentric ephemeris (400 years) for
astrologers that | am aware of.

The point here, at least for me, is that the symbol of
the Sun shining in the depths of space says it all or a
lot of it all. Identifying with the center of the Sun and
not just with the sunrays is ultimately inescapable, as
each of us in life age and reach the point of no return
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(just as the rays go out and fade) and that is the point
where we turnaroundandide nt i fy wi th th
centeril ooking back. Perhaps t
come to paying it backward.

The Sun in the firmament, endlessly throwing off light,
fed from inside, radiating outward, is as permanent as
we know permanent to be. Some years ago, | wrote
this poem, which a good friend told me was not a very
good poem, but I told him that | could care less. For
me, a good poem is what speaks to me about what is.
This poem better describes what | have been
explaining above.

THE POINT OF NO RETURN
(A Poem for My Daughter Michael Anne)

The point of the fApoint of no
When you have reached the point of no return,

From which there is no return,

The point is to turn and return.

That is the turning point.
Every life has a turning point,

e S
hat

Whether it s in the echo of age,
Or in the very midst of |ifeds
As we reach our point of no return,

We pause,

Then we turn.

And, in turning,

We begin to reflect.

In our reflection,

And rising into view,

Perhaps for the very first time,
The Sun.

Where before it was we who were seen,
And others seeing,
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Now we are the mirror in which they see themselves,
And we can see our self in them.

What we once saw shining before us as youths,
That which we gladly embraced in our prime,
And what we now see etched in the mirror of
reflection,

Is our eternal Self,

The Sun,

Ever burning in the darkness of our life.

That 6s i t.
| understand this.

What | find harder to understand,
Yet still believe is:

We didnot know it t hen:;
We donot know it now.

We never knew it.

In truth,
It never was.

IT NEVER WAS;
It never will be.

It is not now,
And still, it is.

It still is:

This most brilliant illusion,
Shining in the mirror of the mind.

Feb 14, 2006 2-4 PM
Grand Sextile Helio
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ASTROLOGY AND SAMSARA
March 23, 2018

| can remember, many years ago when a very high

Rinpoche visited our center for a week. He was one of

the four Heart Sons of the 16th Karmapa. Here in Big

Rapids, Michigan, we are on the eastern edge of the

Manistee National Forest, some 900,000 acres of

wilderness. We took a drive with Rinpoche to a stand

of virgin pines that are really quite impressive to visit.

They are huge and branches don
very high up. Ri npocheds c¢comme
pl easant Samsara. o

Samsara, which usually always features its defects

also has, as Rinpoche pointed out, positive features,

good things about it. For example, | was surprised

when my own teacher, also a high rinpoche, first

explained to me that astrology is one of the relative

truths. By fArelativelogyisut h, 0 i
although by its very nature dualistic, is one of the

blessings of Samsara, an intrinsic part of this cyclic

world we live in. Yet, by itself, astrology (being

essentially dualistic in nature, as mentioned) is

incapable of realizing the nature of Samsara as

enlightenment, thus getting us out of or beyond
Samsarabs vicious cycl es. Bein
astrologer, that took me a while to assimilate. | had

never thought about it that way.

This comment, about astrology being dualistic (and
thus a relative truth), was not meant as a put-down,
but that astrology (as a dualistic method) is designed
(and works) within the confines of Samsara, which
itself is dualistic. Simply put, astrology is samsaric,
perhaps a means to better ourselves in this world, but
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not designed to transcend Samsara by realization. On
the positive side, astrology can help us improve our
life situation so that it is more comfortable, which is
exactly what most therapies have as their goal.

On the negative side, astrology (or any relative truth)
is to some degree like rearranging the deck chairs on
the Titanic, the Titanic here being this Samsaric world
we are caught up in. Astrology can only help us find a
more comfortable deck chair, but not get us off the
boat of Samsara.

The great dharma teachers go on to point out that

only the dharma will help us realize the actual nature

of Samsara and thus attain liberation. All relative-

truths (like astrology) can be useful in helping us get

more comfortable within Samsara, whatever our

situation is. The Tibetan Buddhists, all that | have met

(and thatodéds a | ot), use astrol
practice times and what-not. Astrology is very much

valued in Tibet for what it is and can do.

By that same note, however, the Tibetan Buddhists
also all know (as mentioned) that astrology is what is
called a relative truth, good only for addressing our
symptoms, just as taking an aspirin helps to
ameliorate our pain symptoms, but not for curing our
ills.

Astrology is valuable for symptomatic relief in this
world and perhaps even for modifying our situation in
that regard. The Tibetans also know that astrology
cannot liberate us from Samsara. And this is not to
slight astrology, but rather to communicate the
Tibetans no-nonsense approach to realization and
that path or method is the dharma.

Sure, when | was coming up in astrology, | did my
level best to use astrology as both a guidance system
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and (at the same time) tried to exact from it anything
spiritual | could. And | tried real hard. Perhaps another
way to phrase this is that astrology can help diagnose
our situation within Samsara, but sooner or later to
resolve or transform Samsara into Nirvana
(Realization) will require a method such as the
dharma as laid out by the historical Buddha.

Again: as my root lama explained to me: astrology is
definitely one of the limbs of the yoga, but it is not the
root. The dharma is root of the yoga. That made
instant sense to me on first hearing and has ever
since. As mentioned, to paraphrase using my own
words, astrology can be an elegant guide to our life in
Samsara, but not a way to realize Nirvana or
enlightenment. The Dharma is the guide to realization
and enlightenment, and astrology (at best) can be one
of the relative means of assisting us to ready
ourselves for the dharma.

You can be sure that, as lazy as | am, that | tried
every which-way-but-loose to make astrology do both
jobs, but in the end what Rinpoche explained to me
held true. Astrology remains my main guide to making
myself comfortable in Samsara (getting through life),
but the dharma has been my way only path to
realization and liberation, even if it is only a bit at a
time.

Anyway, | pass on these thoughts that Rinpoche

passed on to me to anyone who can realize them. As

my first dharma teacher usedtosayto me A Mi chal ,
not true because Al 0 say it; I
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DHARMA RELATIVITY: ONE FOR TWO
March 24, 2018

It is important to understand the Buddhist concept of

what is called (or is translated as) relative and

absolute truth. | never liked these terms because they

sound so conceptual, but in reality (once you drill

down) is very practical. Without a personal

understanding of these terms (making them our own),

| feel we are at a real di sadyv
it here.

It can help to understand that the Buddhist concept of
Airelative trutho simply means
(me) and an object (you). Sound familiar? It should.

N am | ooking at a fl ower, t
here and the object ifwol ower 0 o
parts and thus Adualistic, 06 wh
Airelative truth.o I f there 1is

subject and object, that is non-dualistic and an

example of what the Buddhists
So we have relative (dualistic) and absolute (non-

dualistic) truths.

In general, those of us in Samsara are involved with
relative truths (subject and object) all of the time, at
least consciously. If we naturally (somehow) slip into
a non-dualistic state, we may experience it, but are
unware or only dimly aware of it, i.e. we are not even
conscious that we are unaware.

The bottom line as to this whole idea is that the two

(dualistic) become one (non-dualistic) through dharma
practice. | t 6 seyelandlare seeily ar e cr o
two, when we should just be seeing as one. Now,

making non-dualism a reality is a crude way of putting

what is a very involved and subtle process.
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As mentioned, Il find that the
Afabsoluteo truth sounpditing)oo con
for my |likisangmetalsi ndg tid 6At hi nko¢
than experience. The words dualistic and non-

dualistic make more sense to me to because all the

thinking | have to do is as easy as two and one. Am |

of two minds are on one mind? Hint: the answer is

that we are two-minded most of the time. Is that some

kind of schizophrenia? LOL.

|l t6s not that we dondét probabl
two and the one in reality but, as mentioned, we have

no awareness of it. Resolving dualistic thinking is

analogically similar to focusing a pair of binoculars so

that the dual image (out of focus) becomes one

image.

And itdéds not | i ke there is a s
physically or in our mind that converts dualism into

non-dualism. This is what dharma practices is

designed to do and (at least from my perspective) it

takes time and a long time at that.

The Tibetan Buddhists even divide dharma practice
into two parts, one for dualistic practices (here to be
called the Preliminaries) and another for the non-
dualistic practices (here to be called the Realization
Practices).

The preliminary dharma practices are ALL dualistic or
relative in nature. They involved us (subjects) doing
this or that (objects). And the Realization Practices
are non-dualistic. They involve neither subject nor
object, but just one single state, which can be called
subjective, but not if you contrast it with objectivity.
LOL.

Another way to look at all this is to say that the
preliminary practices involve purifying our ingrained
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habit of dwualistic thamki ng
t hemo and bringing our mind
something |like Al am them. o
we remove the sense of Aot he

the worl d. As Sir Edwi n Ar nol

slips into the shining sea.

So, aside from all this conceptual understanding, the
practical end of it all boils down to unifying dualism
and being one instead of two. To me, that makes
more sense. The only question is how do we do this?
How do we retire our ingrained habitual tendency to
separate (and objectify) ourselves from everything
around us conceptually and instead become one with
what is? That, my friends, | find not so easy, but that
is exactly what dharma training is there for.
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NO HEAVEN IN THAT
March 25, 2018

| do a lot of photography, but not to produce
photographs to print out or put on my wall. | have
literally taken many hundreds of thousands of photos
and never printed out one of them or put one on the
wall. Why? Because that is not the point of
photography for me. I like the photographing itself
more than the resulting photos.

And, | am active on several photo forums, but
gradually less so since the kind of close-up work | do
is more and more specialized and few are interested.
| have one friend, Klaus Schmitt, who lives in
Germany. He is an expert in close-up and macro
lenses and has an entire website devoted to them.

http://www.macrolenses.de/

Klaus is on a similar trajectory photo-wise and we talk
once in a while, mostly about fine lenses and the nitty-
gritty details about how to mount them. He knows a
lot more than | do about close-up lenses, which is
what interest me.

And | am always pushing the envelope, interested in

testing out rare and unusual lenses if it looks like they

might be useful for the kind of close-up nature work

that | tend to do. Last night he asked me why | keep

searching for finer and finer lenses, when | have so

many already. He said to me, why continue to search

for my kind of perfection when,ashe put it W@AYou
already thereo in his opinion,.
my photos are good enough, professional enough, or
whatever. Why not just use what | now have and
enjoy. Why search? | saw what his point was and my
response to him was along the lines of what follows.
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| dondot believe that there is
there. o To me, there is no pea
than the ongoing process itsel
dharma training and its enlightenment, which | hope

to enable some lifetime or another. Enlightenment is

not a fiHeaven, 0O not a state or
but (IMO) rather a continuing process that, like

breathing, we keep doing forever. Perfecting the

process; that | can understand
do.

And | tGneresteal in playing musical chairs as |
did when | was a kid and finally landing on that one

chair, al/l by myself. Thatos n
process of photography or dharma practice is much

more interesting than | anding
S0 to speak, even if there was one. LOL.

Anyway, I dondét | i ke Ameo when
somewhere as much as | |ike th
the journey, and continually |

comment also makes sense to me; it got across. |
have enough fine lenses, perhaps partially because
there are not that many left out there worth worrying
about that I dondédt already hav
things about the lenses | already use that could be
improved. Perhaps | am looking for that. However, my
friend is right. There is no reason that | cannot amend
my process more toward using what | have instead of
always walking point, thinking that a better lens will
work better, although certainly it will, could, and has!
LOL.

And although | sometimes post photos that | take here
on Facebook, just for folks to look at when what |

write is not up their alley, t
As mentioned, for me photography is a process that if
done well can produce good res
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donodt | resklieng ghotas,dout the result is not
the goal. The process of photographing, of seeing
through a lens something of beauty, and the state or

fzoneo | get into. That is why
vice-versa.

The same is true with dharma and its practice. As The

Bard wrote in his song AMr. Ta
0l 6m not sl eepy and there is n

There is no place we are going to or will ever get to,

other than perfecting the process of going itself. Years

ago, back in the early and mid-1960s, in my youthful
Afdarkero stage | wrote this sm

ALook at yourself, first yet f
No better and yet not worse.

Now, get yourself together in a bunch,

And call what <carriage as you

This says the same thing, just with a little more bite

and Asturm und drang, 0 so to s
we are going to or will ever get to other than how we

travel to get there, how we go about travelling. We are

traveling to (or toward) traveling better or in an

enlightened way. Asmentoned earl i er, 1itods
breathing. We are not trying to get to a place where

we stop breathing.

Well, | just tried to put my glasses on and | am
already wearing a pair, so it is time to stop. LOL.
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AWHAT, ME WORRY?O
March 26, 2018

In my case, the shortanswer i s fAYes, |  worr
probably more than most. I f i
my blood, a kind of family trait. For me, unavoidable

or not, worry has been a major obscuration most of

my life. It has taken several severe shocks to the

system for me to learn how to override my tendency

to worry over stuff. No, | have not had electric-shock

treatments, but natural events served the same

purpose. They forced me to either abandon worry or

permanently ingrain it, which | am loathe to do. So, |

am something of an expert on worry, but from the

inside out and | am still not entirely out of it. LOL.

However, I am getting there. I

Some of the Tibetan transl ator
mindo to descri be tlikedbbuzzingc es s an
that goes on in our minds, the endless chatter that

worry enjoys. And, in my case, it does not take much

to get the worry rolling. On the upside, | am very good

at multi-tasking, which boils down to worrying about a

lot of things at once. | can do it. | would make a

superb movie director or producer and have shown

my strength at worry (in a positive sense) by putting

on several dozen conferences and events. Worry is

quite happy there.

Yet the downside to worry is mostly what | am looking

at in this blog and | know it well. Who knows where

worry comes fr om; |l only know
well. Obviously, worry is a form of intense distraction

and attachment to our worries is a habit and an
addictive one at that. |l t 6s a
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Well, so much for the diagnosis. We all understand
what worry is. How do we get rid of it? That is a lot
more difficult, IMO. Yes, we all can whittle away at
getting rid of worry. | do, but there are no pills for it
that | would take. Prescription drugs would be trading
bad habits for worse. When it comes to ridding myself
of worry, there are only two primary ways that | know
of that actually work and neither is a piece of cake.

The first way is really no fun; wait for fate to deliver us

a bl ow that we canwofthosgimor e .
my life and they work like a charm: shocks to the

system. Immediately | am faced with the choice of

devoting the rest of my life to pissing and moaning

about what happened to me or deal with it. | have

chosen to deal with it each time, which simply means:
dondédt throw good money after b
injury by deifying your injury with a whine-shrine. My

choice is to just drop it. Damned if | am going to be

hurt that deeply and then follow the pain to my grave
complaining about it.

Forme, itdéds a case of APick up
wal k. 0o Thatdés exactly what | d
heavy blow to make me give up the worry or

complaining. | take my worry neat.

The second way to rid ourselves of worry is not-time

(or fate) dependent, but it also takes some time. And
that is to undertake to purify ourselves using the

classic Tibetan purification practices (as I did) and

then learn (with the help of an authentic teacher) how

to do Insight Meditation properly. Insight meditation,
bydefi ni ti on,-freea Awoiwvyty.

This second way (Insight Meditation) is very difficult,
but you not only learn to drop worry, you also begin to
realize the nature of your own mind, so this approach
is doubly rewarding. As for me, | have done the
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second method, but often propelled by several
serious blows of fate from the first method.

Nothing in my life has been more rewarding than

learning Insight Meditation as it is taught in the

Mahamudra Meditation tradition by the Karma Kagyu

Lineage. There are many kinds of Buddhist Insight

Medi tation and | MO they donot
but I can only attest to this particular method. Other

methods, to the degree | have looked into them,

apparently take a very, very long time in comparison,

like (so they say) many lifetimes.

| am too impatient for that. LOL.
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DISTRACTING DISTRACTION: WORRY BEGONE
March 26, 2018
A lot of preliminary dharma practice is removing

obscurations such as the endless mental chatter that
many of us are subject to, what often is called

iMonkey Mind. o | dondét | ike tha
know what it means. LOL.

What |1 6m referring to here 1is
no reason. | t 6-melphotoggaphetsat t he
used to do when they said fAWat

distract us while they took our photo. As mentioned,
the term Monkey Mind gets the job done, but how to
remove or tone down that inner chatterbox?

Our major obscuration is probably distraction by our

various attachments, our likes and dislikes. They keep

us occupied, even busy , al most 24 hours
hard to get a word in edgewise with all the mental

chatter going on. That monkey likes to talk!

Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche, one of my favorite dharma
teachers, has a cure for Monkey Mind. He says to

simply give it a job, albeit a part-time job and | whole-
heartedly agree. There is a business in many of us

that just wonodét quit. Thant
and is. Mingyur Rinpoche says that if we give it a task

or job to do, then we become its boss, so to speak,

instead of it bossing us around with its chatter. And he

has his methods for this, et
detail here.

a

mo

C .

[ was introduced to this same

teacher, the Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, when

one time at the end of a personal interview, he

remarked. AYou might want to us
already used a mala, but he meant something a little
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different. He meant use a mala like many monks use
a prayer wheel or | ike many
tried that.

Rinpoche never wastes words, so | knew he was
telling me something important. | was not able (or
interested) in hauling a prayer wheel around. It would
attract too much attention and leave me with only one
hand to do things. LOL.

But | did settle on a small wrist male, in my case one
made of 27sand al wood beads (shown
wear it on my wrist either, but rather kept it in my left-

hand pants pocket where | could reach it easily. The

long and the short of it is that in very short order | was

using it every time | was nervous or worried. | would

say the classic six-syllable Mani mantra for the deity
Chenresik (Avalokiteshvara),

It became almost automatic within days and it will not
surprise you, it kept my Monkey Mind busy whenever
| needed it to. And while my chattering mind was busy
fingering the beads and reciting the mantra, my
awareness was clear and lucid. | could look around
and see clearly.

So, as Mingyur Rinpoche suggested, give your

Monkey Mind something to do, a part-time job when it

wants to worry or chatterthe mo st . Now, | &6m
saying that worry beads are all that is needed when

some giant worry emerges that demands our full

attention, but for anything else, for me, it is a welcome

relief from fidgeting and worrying as | used to do.

And it does not have to be worry beads, but anything
repetitive that you can assign as a task to your inner

fidgeter. You could recite a mantra without using

beads, say a short prayer or slogan again and again,

or what-have-y ou? You dondét have to
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try this. LOL. The point is to keep the worry-wart in
you busy and free yourself to be aware rather than
lost in the internal chatter.

| can assure you that my Monkey Mind loves it. No
sooner than | introduced it but that little chatterer was
addicted to it and | was not. My mind just zoned
beyond it and remained clear as a bell. | was aware
and Monkey Mind was too be busy to distract me. Try
it; you will like it.

Today | use the wrist mala all the time, often when |
am in conversation or listening or waiting or what-not.
tbs just there in my pocket anc
to it either by having it on my wrist announcing it to
anyone | meet.

And so: Monkey-mind begone!

Wrist malas are all over Ebay and Amazon.com and
they are inexpensive.
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RESPONSE TO THE ANTI-ASTROLOGERS
March 27, 2018

After all these years, I still run- i nto t hi
Style scientists who want to make fun of astrology. |

thought they all died off. LOL. My usual response is

that | can accept that you don
interpretations of the astrono
accept that these astronomical facts (according to

you) can have no interpretation. | may lack the

sensitivity or words to interpret these astronomy facts

well enough that they make sense to you, but you

dondt get ifactotdaeticete@an be nd e

interpretation. Everything means or points to

somet hing. Even fAnothingo has
have a sense for interpretatio
does. 0 Just say Al dondt have

| applaud astrologers for having the guts and

sensitivity to attempt at interpreting something as

grand as the solar system or even things as close to

all of us as the phases of the Sun and Moon in which

we are embedded. And no, | don
most astrological interpretations | read because | feel

my own ability to interpret is better, at least for me

because it is mine. LOL. | also accept that my fellow

astrologers have their own interpretations and |

respect that. They just may not make sense to me.

As for deeply or properly interpreting astronomical

events culturally, which is what astrology is all about. |

feel we astrologers have a long way to go. But it is

IMO better than nothing to have a sense or feel for
something than none at all . As
offer anything of their own as to what the astronomical

facts mean or portend; they only say that the
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astronomy is meaningless and cannot have an
interpretation as astrology suggests. How ignorant! To

me, that 6s {i something makiageno s e

sense at all, which it seems is what these critics are

saying. Perhapsthey canodt feel these thi
case I 6m sorry for their | ack

and many others do too.

There is something larger than our little earthly two-
step happening both in here on Earth and out there,
something that is our common birthright, that we all
are very much an equal part of. After all, here on
Earth is out there in space! We are way out there right
now. | grew up in the 1950s, which was all very
scientific and crew cut. In the late 1950s and onward |
began to tune into things like astrology, the I-Ching
(other oracles), and so on. You can bet that | made a
sharp turn away from all that as soon as | could
realize how inanimate it was. It lacked sense.

| could feel that life was more than just linear and arid.

To me, especially back then, it was fresh, young, and

sensitive and so was |. To say that the Sun and Moon

were just naked of meaning, something purely
Afscientific, 0 made no sense to
when | think of the teeming millions of us here on

Earth, eachfiledwit h fisoul 6 and meani ng,
there the vast arrays of stars or the Sun and Moon

are empty of meaning -- meaningless. Or, that the

Sun is just a great ball of fiery gas and the Moon

some kind of empty graveyard; it makes no sense at

all. At the very least, we are all one with the universe,

part of it, and we Earthlings are totally representative

of intelligent life in the universe. We already are what

we are looking for!

In other words, we humans ARE the intelligent life
t hat MfAscient i drtostér spacaitnel y | ook
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actual eyeball of the universe looking at itself. But like

the Beatles tune Al éd&m Looking
not just some nothing looking out of our little earth

eyes, but rather we are the intelligent life of the

universe, the galaxy, etc. looking through the solar

system, through the Sun, and finally through and out

of our very eyes. We are not looking out so much as

the universe is looking in. IMO, we are bigger than

just little. We are the whole universe looking in at itself

through our eyes. But , maybe that
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THE PHOTOGRAPHY STARGATE
March 28, 2018

| get emails and messages (almost daily) asking what
camera and lenses | use and so on. | have tried to
share my various links to photography at the end of
each blog. To make it easy, here is a link to 28 free
books on photography, and there are links to some 26
photography videos on YouTube.com at the end of
this blog.

http://spiritgrooves.net/e-Books.aspx#Photography

As for where | am with photography, here is a brief

history as to what | have been up to in recent years. It

may be a little technical for some, but there is a

message in there, so just igno
understand and take it in. In my daily blogs, | believe |

may start pointing out which camera and lenses | use

for each photo, for those of you who care about

photography. Photography has been part of my
meditation practice for years,
that in this article.

For me, to a great degree, it has been lenses that
interest me, lenses that have been highly corrected
for color. They are called apochromatic lenses or just
APO lenses. It was very easy for me to fall into loving
apochromatic lenses, as the old saying goes, like
AThe dewdrop slips into the sh
looking to find sharper and sharper lenses and then |
suddenly | found what to me was the ultimate
sharpness, not through sheer acuity and resolution
(as | had imagined), but through correcting color! It
never occurred to me.

| went shouting this through the photography forums,
but at that point only a few knew exactly what | was
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talking about and, as you can imagine, on some of the

more popular forums, | got a lot of razzing and hassle

for mentioning it. It took me a while to stick to my

guns as to what my eyes were showing me.

Sharpness is not just a result of acuity and resolution;

itéds corrected color that puts

Had | known better, | could just have gone and looked

at the most expensive industrial lenses and found out

the same thing, but | was still a bargain hunter back in

those days. | did not recognize that there were

bargains in lenses that cost a bundle. You only need

one great |l ens and thatds a ba
(not interesting) lenses, which is why | have many

APO lenses now. LOL.

However, because so many of these APO lenses are
optimized to have sharpness wide open and | found
myself trying to mix in with the microscope crowd or
those who shoot well above the 1:1 reproduction ratio,
there was an incompatibility here. These were nice,
scientific folks, but not my tribe, because | wanted just
the opposite, to go less than 1:1, what we call close-
up photography. | didndt want
compound eye of a honeybee (more than once or
twice), but to step back and see more of the context in
surrounding my subjects. So, with an interest in shrp,
fast, wide-angle lenses, | found myself very much in
the minority with the high magnification crowd.

There were very few photographers where | hung out
that wanted true fast APO lenses to use wide open.
And what separated me from the others (at the time)
was that | stacked focus. Focus stacking back then
was frowned on, just as HDR is frowned upon. It was
as if stacking focus was not really photography, but
some vulgar forbidden fruit that only an amateur
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woul d pl ay tfeeithatway. My eges tdlch 6
me different.

As a naturalist, for me, focus stacking was a way to
better organize the small worlds and dioramas that |
loved to look at through the lens. | could see more of
what | cared about. In a word, with fast, wide-open,
highly-corrected lenses, | could paint focus(thin layer
by layer) like on a canvas just where | wanted it and
have the background fall into lovely soft bokeh.

Of course, | did find myself transforming from taking

field-guide nature photos to photos that were, well,
Aprettier.o Heaven forbid! | w
shapshots of creatures on the go. Instead, | was

composing my little dioramas almost like painting,

painting with light and shadow. | felt a bit

embarrassed, but | cowuldndot he
effects. After over 60 years of chasing down or
sneaking up on critters, | | os

Combine that with advancing age (and health
problems), | segued from being a field photographer (I
had been one from my teens) to being a still-life
photographer who was happy in the studio or out in
the meadows when there was no wind. However, in
Michigan (which is flat, flat, flat) we have constant
wind or breeze and taking a stacked image of a
moving subject is an oxymoron.

| also recognized that, as much as | knew about
mother nature (and the field and streams), it was her
beauty that captivated me, not just her tooth and nail.
And then, what we could call the crowning grace or
the tip of the top, | began to realize that the beauty of
nature was not just out there before me, but a product
of my own mind. That was the clincher, what put me
over the top, when | began to realize that it takes one
to know one and that all the beauty | saw in nature
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was a faculty within myself. In other words, if you lack

thef aculty, you canodét see the pt
discovering the reverse, that if you can see the

phenomenon, you have the faculty. And, in this case,

that would be me, my ability to see beauty. And that

marked a change, the real turning point.

From that point onward, | began more to compose
shots, to take whatever time it took to get a shot so |
liked it. | became more interested in the process of
photographing than just the results. And with that
approach, my whole idea of photography changed.
There is more to it, but it would take a book (which |
wrote) to properly explain it. From then on,
photography became for me more of an art than a
craft and it has been that way ever since.

As briefly mentioned earlier, | mixed my meditation
practice with photography years ago and that was a
key or pivotal event.

[Photo by me of an orb weaver with the Nikon D810
and the Zeiss Otus 55mm APO lens.]
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THE DHARMA OF DISFLUENCIES
March 29, 2018

Much underestimated as to its value is the use of

repetition and iteration in dharma practice. The role of

a mala (rosary) or fAworry bead
example that points out the value of immersing

ourselves in some repetitive practice or other.

As mentioned, | have a wrist mala that | sic my
monkey-mind on when it gets to chattering, but an
even more involved version of this is my photographic
technique and the iterative process of photographing |
use. IMO, this is much more than just a plaything, but
rather a conduit to seeing beyond the mindless
chatter a certain clarity and lucidity that | otherwise
lack. Of course, this is glorified (and justly so) in the
dharma practice of Insight Meditation, but that is a
relatively advanced practice and can take a great
number of purification practices to reach. | believe
that iteratin in one form or another can be very helpful
as we move along through the purification practices
preparing us for the realization practices like Insight
Meditation.

In a sense, this kind of repetitive practice (worry
beads, etc.) is like an inner strobe light, a form of
micro-shock therapy that paralyzes (keeps busy) our
inner chatterbox so that we can steady our mind and
see beyond some of our obscurations at least for a

time. Or, 1tb6s |ike stuttering
through its tick, tick, ticking to the verge and edge of

an awareness we donoét normally
Mi ngyur Rinpoche sadimihdaiGi ve yo
job, something to do.o Iterat:i
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Things like mantras, worry beads, prayer wheels, and
the like are just that, busy-body tasks for our restless
mind. We may not yet be able to master our inner
chatter fulltime, but iterance, iteration, and especially
alliteration, can freeze-frame our monkey-mind so that
we can have a taste of clarity and get a little rest in
the process.

To me, iteration of one kind of another (like worry

beads) stutters our focus on the edge of nonsense

and stymies our monkey-mind, freeing up awareness

in us to see more clearly. It
easy to check out. | use this technique all the time

and to great effect. And | use this same technique,

iteration, in photography through stacking focus. A

typical detailed focus stack can run to 100-150

images, each carefully taken one after the other, thus

the iterative effect.

Since we may be looking for ways to shortcut the long

process of gradually exhausting our meaningless

mental chatter, aside from years of practice, this

iterative method looms large as (to use the stupid
phrase)handilmgv fruit. olikeThi s whc
concept of iteration is fascinating, at least to our inner

chatterbox, who apparently endlessly likes and is

di stracted by it. Il s it as sim
devil 6s wor kshop? o-mKdekoatpfi ng our
trouble seems to be about the whole of it.

Or, it reminds me of celluloid movie film, where each
frame busily stutters through the light-gate and by its
busyness a movie is shown to us clear and luminous.
It seems like that analogy (to me) fits the bill. We use
worry beads (or whatever) iteratively as like a
Stargate, which our mind walks through to reach
dimensions other than that of our ordinary just-too-
busy mind.

(@)
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There ought to be a book about this phenomenon, but

| dondédt know enough to write i
constantly to help maintain clarity. And | can say that

this is the closest thing to emulating the results of

Insight Meditation that | am aware of and anyone can

use it. For exampl e, I pi cked
suggestion to use a mala iteratively immediately.

Within days, | was using it all the time. Anyone can do

the same.

Hear, Hear!
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LOONEY TUNES: ATHATOG6S ALL,

March 29, 2018

These are some notes to the dharma dreamers
among us, those who wonder what the realization
practices (if we ever can accomplish them) might be
like. Perhaps by using any of the iterative practices
like mantra repetition, we can get a taste, get our feet
wet so to speak. And they do work.

We all know that the goal of the preliminary dharma
practices (Four Thoughts, Lojong, Ngnodro, etc.) are
mainly for purification, trying to get the density of our
obscurations whittled-down to at least a veil that we
can dimly see through. But that kind of dharma
practice takes real time and effort on our part. And the
closest thing | know of that amounts to a preview of
the advanced realization practices are these kind of
stuttering-iterative practices that bind our chattering
monkey-mind to a task, like repeating mantras,
performing mandala offerings, doing prostrations, etc.

When our internal chatterer is kept busy doing some
kind of recursive task that cancels-out or neutralizes
our distractions, we actually have time to look around
in the mind a bit. No, 1tds
Mahamudra practice, but it does free up our
awareness from the static noise of our internal
blabbermouth. How to remove that chatterbox
permanently is more difficult, but even so, there is a
confidence that comes from doing mantra (or any
iterative practice) that really helps, a certain freedom
to explore our mind without being so distracted. We
get a taste of clarity.

By now, my little wrist mala, which | keep in a pocket,
is second nature, especially when | am in company
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where | have to be patient or
often not even aware that | am saying mantras with

t he beads; utorhasictitdssvithime.Wet, a

am getting the benefits of putting my worrywart

tendencies to work fingering beads and saying

mantras. It does not have to be something dharma

like a mala. Plain old worry beads work just fine too.

LOL.

Worry beads are not like prescription drugs, but they
do address (like many drugs do) the symptoms of
distraction. And this is not cheating, but | do wonder
(given my worry quotient) how long it would take me
to remove such distractions using other ways. That is
a foolish question because paralyzing distraction
through mantras, etc. is a clear way to see beyond
being distracted until we can learn to remove the
cause of what is distracting us in the first place. My
point is that that iterative practices can be a big help
and IMO they grease the wheels for the more
advanced dharma practices.

In my experience, there is a bit of mystic other-

worldliness about these iterative practices (mantras,

worry beads, offering mandalas, etc.) and spending

ti me with them. | fspersdinginfoeer e | f
and more of my time. We all remember the old

images of folks hanging around the office water

cooler.

Well, | feel there may be a lot of dharma students like

myself who, through iteration practices, like to hang
outinwhatwe could calltheAimantra zone. 0 Fol
mantra repetition (over and over) rubs up against the

very edge of what makes sense, almost to the point of
nonsense. ltés hard to put int
when we go into recursive practices, time itself gets

slippery around the edges.
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| like hanging out iteratively just inside the edge of
what makes sense, where time begins to be mistaken
for eternity.

Most of you may be too young, but it reminds me of
the old ALooney TunesoOo cartoon
where at the end of the cartoon, Porky Pig sticks his
head through a bass -tdathem and s
tha-tha-tha,tha-t ha. .. Thatoés all fol ks

Here is the original 8-second burst:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gBzJGckMYO4
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NATURAL HAIKU
March 30, 2018

There are many forms of Buddhism and | only know
one of them, but | assume that all dharma roads lead
to Rome, so to speak. However, | do (and always did,
even early-on) feel a great affinity for the Japanese
Zen approach to Buddhism. One of my astrology
students (and friend) went on to become the Roshi at
the Rochester Zen Center, succeeding Roshi Philip
Kapleau. He is Roshi Bodhin Kyolhede and we have
stayed in touch over the years.

A couple of years ago Bodhin and | had a good
exchange about what the Zen
and Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhi
they being different words for the same dharma event,

which is recognizing the true nature of the mind.

Roshi Kyolhede suggested that | might want to work
through a set of koans with him. | thanked him, of

course, but explained that the practice and lineage |
am working in now has me totally involved. Yet, | am

Bu
st

sure it would be interesting.

tests. LOL.

However, our exchange did start me thinking about

what in my own practice, if any, resembles the koans

method in Rinzai Zen. About the closest | could come

up with were the questions that rinpoches ask their
students when they givéangwhat
Out I nstructions, 0 where, as
means pointing out to us the true nature of the mind

so that we get it.

During the pointing-out instructions in my lineage
(Karma Kagyu), traditionally the rinpoche asks the
student a series of direct questions, putting the
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student on the spot, questions about their experience
of the mind, and so forth. In Tibet, these questions
would go on for some three months. This is similar in
kind (yet different enough) to the exchange that a
Roshi and a student have with Haiku.

And then | thought: what do those who do not have
any formal dharma practice do in this regard? In my
own experience, life has just naturally put me on the
spot, offering me the equivalent of haiku time and
again. | had to figure them out on my own as best |
could and have taken (perhaps unnaturally) a long
time to ponder them. LOL.

There are certain concepts that appear as questions

that have imprinted me so that | spend years trying to

unpack them. And they have nothing about them that

are particularly dharmic or fis
fact that they affect me. While the dharma indeed is

sacred to me, it is not | MO #dh
limited to just religious matters, whatever THEY are.

For me, the dharma is the whole enchilada, limited

only by what is true or actual.

In my case, it can take me years to unpack and grasp

the meaning of some comment from someone |

respect. Take for example, Franz Kafka.

When | was young | read most all of his books,

stories, and his diaries. Somewhere in his diary | can

across the Iine (I will paraph
write, it already has perfecti

for me, but it did not go unnoticed. It sunk in and stuck
there for years. To me, that was a koan | had to
realize.

After many years of noodling it, | realized that what
Kafka must have meant is that instead of working on
his writing to become a better writer, he worked on his
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mind so that anything he wrote (or did) already had
perfection, becaustondeeplydi d. o T
affected me and made me understand my own

priorities. Trying to be this or do that well is the long-

way around. Better to perfect our mind (and total

ability), so that everything we do, as Kafa put it,

Afalready has perfeepledfbowl 06 That
handle | ifebds koans.

| am not suggesting that solving my own little

conundrums is in the same ballpark as either the koan

guestions surrounding Kensho or those surrounding

the Tibetan fAiRecognition, 0 bec
advent of actual realization in our lives.

However, it all adds up and, in my case, at least early-
on, | had no choice. There was no one to ask! LOL.

As | have grown up, | have had the extreme good
fortune to meet and work with a number of incredible
dharma teachers and there is no substitute IMO. |
have worked with my current dharma teacher, the
Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche for 35 years.

| am sure that we all have these little spiritual time-
capsules in life that only gradually release their
meaning to us. | am still working on a bunch of them
myself, and this has been going on many for decades.

And, as wonderful as it is to finally solve one or two of
them, the motherload of intuition (IMO the watershed)
comes with finishing the preliminary practices and
establishing a successful Insight Meditation practice
with the help of an authentic dharma teacher.
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THE BODY OF AWARENESS
April 1, 2018

| guess | want to riff a little on the whole concept of
awareness. |l tés I mportant to r
Buddha (Sange in Sanskrit) essentially means
Afawareness. 0 So, awareness i s
understanding Buddhism. And, unlike many forms of

meditation, Buddhism is not about going into deep

trance or reverie, but rather
eyes closed, but eyes open.

In fact, in the seminal Mahamudra Lineage Prayer
(which IMO encapsulates the essence of the path |

am following), it points out t
awareness i s the body of medit
awareness is the Abodyo of med
means that like our body, awareness is the basic

vehicle of meditation; itds th
Of course, we have all read th
translated as awareness or the one who has

awareness. |l t6s clear that awa

how do we get more awareness? By stating that

unwavering awareness is the body of awareness, we

can assume that if we practice dharma our future will

include more and not less awareness. So, if we want

to go back to sleep, good | uck
way. Yet, trying to stay aware and awake, forcing it,

can also be very painful!

So, here we sit, stuck between a rock and a hard
pl ace. We canoé6t yet fully resp
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spiritually and yet we may not know how to become
more aware so that we could.

The dharma path that the historical Buddha laid out
for us is foreign to most Westerners. Translating
Tibetan and Sanskrit is not just a problem of
language, but of approach. As the wise Tibetan
rinpoches have pointed out to us: forget about Tibetan
texts and teachings.

Our future will be American Buddhism as people like

you and me grasp the teachings and interpret them in

a way that is natural to us. And then there is the little

fact that it is said that Buddhism takes something like

300 years to come into a country. Here in America,

we are around 100 years in if we count Japanese Zen
Buddhism and much less if we go with Tibetan

Buddhi sm, so itdés best to sit
LOL.

It often seems to me like the Buddhists teachings are

just water off the back of Americans, in one ear and

out the other. l'tds | i ke some
suppl ements that we candét abs
through us. In a similar way, we have no net or way to

catch these teachings and register them in our

consciousness. | have seen this for years, a lot right

here on Facebook. We want to be more involved for a

moment, but are soon distracted by something else

we want.

| once had someone say, ABut
is so often repetitive. Why not just write it out once
and | et it go at tgllkatmaig Wel | |,

like basting a turkey, as we used to do. You baste it

over and over and over for it to come out right. Sorry

for the i mage fol ks, but that
believe American Buddhists like myself are doing our

very best to translate what we understand into words
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and concepts that Westerners can understand and
absorb. |l t6s happening, but pe
a glacier melt.

Or, i1itoés |Ii ke then when snow f
melts away in the warmer grass. It falls and it falls and

then, at some point, it sticks and stays and builds

from there. The dharma in America is like that, but we

have not yet reached the point where it sinks in.

These endless blogs are my struggle to say it as well
as | can, for those few who can absorb and are
interested in it. Who knows how many repetitions it
will take before the dharma can become a path of
action for each of us rather than mere conceptual
understanding that we have with a cup of tea. It took
me real time for it to sink in. We are all working
together on this.

An American form of Buddhism is forming. In time, it

will seem as natural to us as breathing, but right now

ités a |ittle hard to catch a
incredible gift to this land!
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MUSINGS: SHIFTING GEAR
April 4, 2018

[Busy days, almost done with refinishing the floor of

our little guest cottage. Should be done tomorrow,

red-oak floor completely re-sanded and with four

coats of low VOC varnish. A large snowstorm is

blowing in as | write this, promising up to eight-inches
ofnewsnow. Canét say I 6m gl ad to
what 6s happening just now. No
dharma blog, but | do have another photography blog,

this one on photo gear. | will post it here.]

| like to tell myself that my photography gear is
convection based, constantly turning over like the
topsoil of a garden. While there are a few lone gear
survivors, everything else has its day and heads for
Ebay or, if | am too lazy, into the storeroom.

My most volatile category is the lenses. One thing that

all lenses share is that they take photos. Aside from

that, there are a wide variety of lens types and quality,

not to mention there being a myriad lenses out there.

For my work, there are not tha

| seem to gravitate toward highly-corrected lenses

and never seem to have enough of them. | have been

getting rid of those that | seldom use, with a few
exceptions. | decided some tim
to be a lens museum and am moving away from that.

And | imagine that any photographer out there with
more than a few lenses drifts toward collecting those
lenses that make up his or her particular photography

ni che. Il know | do. |l 6m usuall
macro photographers, but in reality | am a close-up
photographer. | desofalimteelnj oy t h

view like 1:1. It makes me feel claustrophobic. I like to
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breathe in a somewhat larger context. On the other
hand, although | do some landscape photography, it
is more context than | need. | am into little dioramas,

micro-environments, what | call Asmall wor | c
| have even sold many legendary macro lenses that |
had just because | did not wuse

much. Examples would be the Nikkor 200mm Macro,

the Zeiss 100mm Makro-Planar, and others. Nice, but

| found | always preferred other lenses, so why keep

them? Just to say | HAVE them is no longer
interesting to me. | dondt hayv
That says it all.

Then, there are lenses that have great qualities, but
are IMO otherwise flawed. For example, the
legendary Coastal Optics 60mm Macro f/4 lens is very
well corrected, even at the forensic level, except for a
giant hot spot right in the macro range! However, the
lens is poorly designed in other areas like focus throw
(there is so little that | have to put the camera/lens on
a focus rail!), plus no hood, cheap housing, etc. I still
used that lens, but | finally protested the design flaws
enough that | sold mine, shipping it out to somewhere
in China. | sometimes miss it, but not often.

Which leaves me in the company of those types of
lenses that | do use and dote on. These are not so
much macro lenses as they do a variety of lenses that
| can make work for me in close-up nature
photography. And they are a rag-tag crew. Aside from
the lordly Zeiss Otus series, | have a mess of
industrial lenses, mostly from scanners, plus enlarger
and large-format lenses. | love the little devils and use
them on view cameras, which brings me to another
point.

| had several view cameras, one of them very large
and very heavy, but I sold them too. Who needs a
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beast like that? | am down to the Cambo Actus Mini
View Camera and the Novoflex BALPRO bellows

system. Thatodéds enough, althoug

and sometimes some shift.

| also must have ten or twelve focus rails, most of
which | am too lazy to sell, having settled on the
Novoflex Castel-Q along with their Fine Adjustment

Handl e. That 6s what I use

|l wondt even mention the
helicoids, step-up and step-down rings, and etc. that |
have around here. In my case it seems that when it
comes to photo equipment, more-than-enough is just
enough. LOL. And | am always finding something |
dondét have!

| also have a trail of tripods that | still have or have
given away, mostly old Gitzos, having settled on a
couple of Really Right Stuff tripods for my regular use.

t hes

Sscor e

And tripod heads? Don6t even

them, small, medium, and large, but all | tend to use
are the Arca-Swiss C1 Cube, of which | have a
couple.

| keep looking for the energy to sell off hundreds of
photo items | dondt need,
put them on Ebay and then box them up for shipment
is just too much. | will wait until | need the money and
then | will do the work. Anyway, | like to rummage
through them all trying to adapt this or that lens for

this or that purpose.

For some reason | am real fussy about quick-release
clamps. | gave up on Manfrotto clamps years ago
after they failed a couple of times! | have a drawer full
of quick-release clamps, all of them Arca-Swiss. And |
REALLY dislike lever-release clamps. What | love are
the RRS screw-knob Arca clamps with the big fat
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knobs. | like to be certain my camera is firmly
attached and that does it. | even installed them on my
two Arca Cubes because the ones that come with the
Cube suck. They are too tiny and weak.

As for cameras, | love Nikon and | have had pretty
much all of their DSLRs, but have sold them off over
the years. | still have my first DSLR, the Nikon D1Xx,
which cost $5K and is worth today maybe $100. It
was all of 5.3 Mpx. Aside from nature, | took 33,000
photos of rare concert rock-n -@oll posters with the
D1x using a vacuum table | built myself.

So, those are some of my equipment biases. | feel
like a spinning coin on the table that has finally come
to rest with the Nikon D850. It does what | need and
always wanted. The rest is up to me.

Am | the Lone Ranger or do others have similar
experiences?
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HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO MY SON!
April 6, 2018

| want to take a moment here and wish my son
Michael Andrew the very happiest birthday. It was
thirty-two years ago tomorrow that Michael was born,
right here in the house where we live today. Margaret
and | did both home births and home schooling, which
Michael was both. Of course, Margaret did the
birthing and most ormnotshre
what | was good for, a fact that every dad realizes
when he attends a birth. LOL.

As for the weather: the snowstorm swept in and
dumped a pile of snow. The winds blew so hard it
shook the house that so that | could not take any
indoor photos because the whole studio-room was
shaking. When the wind died down I took a little self-
portrait with my friend the Calla Lilly, which I include
here.

Anyway, Happy Birthday Michael! | am so very proud
of you! You are everything a father could ask.
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APO LENSES: PAINTING WITH LIGHT
April 6, 2018

The value of highly corrected (apochromatic or APO)

lenses is gradually being understood by

photographers outside of a small group. Sharpness is

not just a matter of acutance and resolution. All of the

purple and greenish fringing (chromatic aberration)

caused by colors not focusing properly on the camera

sensor totally affects what we call sharpness. IMO,

proper color focus (APO) is wh
the tip-of-the-top of photographic sharpness i the

finishing touch.

The problem of juggling a group of lenses inside a

lens barrel so that the colors are properly aligned and

focused at the sensor is not trivial. It costs real money

to get a pristine example of an apochromatic lens.

And i tds not sSAPOIlpnsdaswedog t hat t
have didnodét originally come fr
mainstream photographers, but rather from industrial

needs where they simply had to perform.

For example, the now classic Printing Nikkor lenses
were designed for film scanners, mostly to make
crystal-clear copies of our favorite movies back in the
celluloid days. These lenses are said to have cost
$12,000 a pop. They turn up regularly on Ebay now
for a couple or a few thousand dollars as the industry
goes digital.

Even then, these specialized lenses are just that,
specialized. They typically do
geared to perform at their optimum quality in a very

narrow magnification range. Not only that, but most

are best used wide open (at full aperture), which is

very unusual for your typical photography lens, where
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optimum sharpness more usually is reached at
something like /5.6 or so.

So, those of us who collect and play around with
these industrial lenses end up with a rag-tag crew of
lenses, each with its own idiosyncrasies. No two are
the same. And even more unorthodox are the mounts!
These lenses are not made to be mounted on a
camera flange, but instead on one kind or another
industri al machi ne. ltdéds no wo
have boxes and boxes of adapters, screw mounts,
microscope mounts, and what-not. | still have lenses
sitting around that | have been unable to find a mount
for!

The AWhy bother?0d6 is because m
are so highly corrected that the photos they produce,

even in their restricted reproduction-range, are often

better than anything we can produce using the

general quality of lenses on the market. This is

(finally!) changing as in the last few years there has

been a turn toward higher quality lenses for general

use. One company who has led the charge is Zeiss

with the remarkable Otus series of lenses and Sigma

i's now producing a series of w
lenses that also have higher quality.

And, as mentioned, these industrial lenses are much
more difficult to use. They require special mounts and
many only work well on a bellows system and, even
then, only within a highly restricted magnification
range. Not everyone wants to go through all that.

You donét just slap these indu
camera for a number of reasons. For one, they have
no focusing helicoid on them.

infinity. They donot tend to w
in a very restricted working range, sometimes just
inches!
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Yet, as mentioned, if you can manage them, these
industrial lenses are capable of producing some very
fine images, which is why photographers like myself
find ourselves using them. And, even then, the
average photographer is not going to find much use
for a lens that needs to be used wide-open. The depth
of field for many of these lenses is razor thin, so
unless you want to feature the pink nose of gnat, who
would use it?

Well, the answer to that question is that those of us
who stack focus would use them. By stacking many
layers of thin focus, one on the other, we can create
an image in high focus and with as large an area as
we are willing to stack. Witch stacking focus, these
oddball industrial lenses become magic wands that
literally paint focus on a canvas of bokeh, those areas
of an image that are attractively out-of-focus. Overlaid
on a gentle bokeh is a crystal-clear image in perfect
focus. In other words, by painting focus, the
photographer decides where the eye goes rather
than, as with a traditional photo, our eye goes to the
plane and point of focus dictated by the focused lens.

Here is a photo taken with an industrial lens (Nikkor

nOo CRT) that was designed for
surface of a computer CRT monitor. The lens is

wicked fast wide open and what it does not focus on it

easily renders out-of-focus as a gentle bokeh. As you

can see in this photo, that drop of nectar at the tip of

the Calla Lily is placed in high focus, leaving the rest

nicely out-of-focus. This is what these industrial

lenses can do, at least in the hands of those of us

who stack focus.

Wheredowegofrom here? |1 candét see t I
these somewhat rare (and certainly expensive)
industrial lenses making their way into the popular
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photography market. They will continue appealing to a
niche market as long as scanners, copy machines,
and projectors need lenses.

There are some signs that the qualities of these
scanning lenses are beginning to appear as industry
lenses with a wider gamut. The Schneider Macro
Varon APO /4.5 lens is an example of an industry-
able lens that has high quality over much wider
magnification range. Perhaps lenses like the Macro
Varon will begin to seep into close-up and macro
photography or some company may choose to make
such a lens just for general photography as opposed
for industrial applications.

There is a sea change going on as regards the color

excellence of lenses, trending toward better quality

and more highly corrected | ens
about ti me! However, l 6m stil!]

[ Photo by me using the Nikkor
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THE TRUTH IS THE FUTURE
April 7, 2018

Snow and more snow here in Big Rapids, Michigan.
Margaret and | are taking care of our four-year-old
granddaughter Iris for a couple of days, which is fun.

As for me, | continue to be on a bit of a tear lately with

photography, as in tearing through a veil of veneer to

get at the reality underneat h.
another way to perhaps say this might be that my

nostalgia for the crispness of the Zen approach to

living in an ordinary way is giving way to the reality,

which,asthey say around her e, AANnd |
thing. o

The odd fundamentalist strain in me for the straight
and the narrow (perhaps held out of fear) is giving
way to the broader plain of acceptance and inclusion,
the Mahayana. As William Blake, one of my favorite
poets, said:

AnAfter dinner I asked | saiah t
|l ost wor ks. He said none of eq

In the waterfall of time, not everything goes in one ear

and out the other, although most does. Every once in

a while, some thought or idea swings out of the

current of the mindstream and snags my mind. It

imprints and that imprint takes repeated viewing on

my part to absorb what in the world it could mean.

There is something in it meant
the imprint out of my mind until | absorb it.

| like to think about these imprints as something like

sacred scrolls that have been placed deep enough in

my consciousness that they won
first working with them for a while. Somehow, there is

meaning there that has its own half-life. It takes time

to exhaust; it wondét just go a

118



Or, i1tdéds |Ii ke one of those pop
somehow my mind hears before |
enough of it. The song fAHappybo
was one of those for me. | first heard it while going for

my daily Asenior walko up at t

at our local university. For $1 seniors can walk around
the track in the mornings.

Anyway, | was walking the track each day and | heard

these sounds, kind of in the back of my mind.

Whenever that tune came on, | would sort-of wake up

a bit to the music. Eventually, | heard some words like

AA room without a roofdé and se
what must have been weeks | stopped at the

monitordés desk and asked a you
that song? They said it was fH
Williams.

| went home, found the song on YouTube, where it
had been played a gadzillion times and played it
myself a bunch more. | have no idea why it caught in
my attention as it did. Well, it IS a brilliant song. It took
me months to wear it out until | did not need to listen
to it any longer. | hate to say it, but it did make me
happy. LOL. Anyway, you get the idea.

There are not just tunes that grab us in life, but also
thoughts, words, and deeds that for some reason
imprint our consciousness. They become fixed points
in the mind, shining reference points or pole stars that
we refer to again and again for some kind of meaning
or perhaps guidance. At least | do. They are
directional.

How are they exhausted? Well, it takes time and

repeated viewings, bringing them to mind over and

over and over again. | love the line by the poet Gerard

Manl ey Hopkins ASuck any sense
That is how | react to these 1
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pulling any sense out of them | can until | somehow
have enough. There are some puzzles in my mind
that have been going on for decades.

This whole idea of persistence
that last, is fascinating. We all know that the truth

lasts. It will be there after everything else has passed

away. Like the fixed stars in the sky at night, we can

live by and orient ourselves by the truth.

As | like to say, the truth is the future because it will
last until then.
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PHOTOGRAPHY: GIVE ME A LITTLE ROOM
PLEASE
April 7, 2018

| sometimes get asked why | consider myself a close-
up photographer and not si
photographer. Whatos the di
popular use of the term, there is no difference, but
technically a macro photographer takes photos at a
reproduction ratio of 1:1 (one-to-one) or higher, so

that at 1:1 what you see in the viewfinder is the same

size as the frame of the subject you are

photographing.

And a close-up photographer takes a wider view,

anything less than 1:1, but of course still close

enough not to be considered a landscape photo. |
know; itéds | i ke counting the n
head of a pin, but for me there is a difference that has

real meaning, which | will explain.

And ités all about Acontext, o
givingthesubj ects a | ittle more roo
all just about Awhoo they are.
identifying the creature; that

field guides, which | used to subscribe to for many
years when | wanted my photographs to look like
those in field guides, but that changed.

To me now, 1tds not so much on
this is as much as it is the fact that here is someone

(another sentient being) who wants to live and be

happy just as to | do and avoid suffering just the same

as me. We are very different, but in the end, not so

different. Having respect for all kinds of beings is

natural for me.
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Because of this shifting viewpoint and my increasingly
identifying with all creatures (all beings), focusing with
the camera lens in on them too tightly became less
important and less interesting to me. IMO, it blocks
out too much of their life story from being told.

Yes, you philosophers out there, | know that no matter
how close we get, even at 1:1 reproduction ratio and
higher yet, it is possible to have a little context, but

that dAlittled is too little fo
of each beingds story than tha
space please. 1 tbés my personal
everyonebs, as | eljngstotiesandi nt ed

adding context is to move back just a little from what
is called macro photography (1:1), back into close-up
photography. Give me some more room please to set
the scene, to add what | consider some context that
better tells the story.

So, that is why | call myself a close-up photographer

and not a macro photographer (although | do shoot

macro sometimes) and | certainly am not what is

known as a micro-photographer, working with

subjects at the level of microscope magnification. To

seethec| oseness that | 6m |l ooking
back, if that makes sense.

To sum this up, for me to be happy with my photos,

everything has to have at least some context, but is it

enough context for us to figure out questions like not

only who they are (species) and where they are, but

also perhaps how are they? Now, | realize that
anthropomorphizing little beetles and bugs overmuch

i's just another form of vanity
However, | do like to give each being, however small,

a little dignity, at least enough to communicate, as |

said earlier that they too have a life and want to be
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happy and they too dondt want
beings share this and show it.

And, | could add that they also sometimes enjoy
living, perhaps as we do. They like looking around,
breathing, and having a life. Although as a trained
naturalist, | well know that many (if not most) wild
animals live in constant fear of being killed and eaten,
while at the same time having to relentlessly search
for something to eat, often other beings.

And so, thatdés the reasoning b
close-up photography, not that we have to have a
reason. |l just happen to have

123



124

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































