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Introduction

This workshop follows on from some of the valuable ideas Stephen Batchelor has recently presented, including in his talks, and in the workshops and retreats he and Martine Batchelor have given in Australia, under the rubric of ‘secular Buddhism’. His contribution has generated secular understandings of the Buddha’s own teaching in particular, and has included passing references to ancient and modern western thinkers whose ideas resonate with the Buddha’s, and are thus culturally available to western dharma practitioners.  
In this workshop I want to develop our sense of these western affinities, and how they help us to flesh out our understanding of how we can effectively develop a secular dharma practice and practice communities, ones calibrated to our own time, culture and modern western forms of life. They help us to develop sammā ditthi (appropriate view), which is the first fold of the eightfold path, because our outlook (or worldview) infuses and informs our entire practice.
For the most part I’ll take Stephen’s work as read, and won’t go back to first principles about secular dharma itself. Rather, I’ll try to present a mirror image of Stephen’s recent work. That is, I will present relevant themes in modern western thought and indicate their usefulness to secular dharma. This inquiry leads us into frontier territories, that is, ones that are ambiguous and contested, and where two or more quite different forms of life meet – hence the title of the workshop.
Fortuitously, two recently published books help us greatly in this enterprise: Peter Watson’s The age of atheists: how we have sought to live since the death of God,
 and Terry Eagleton’s Culture and the death of God,
 both mentioned in the flier for the workshop. They’re not singing from the same psalm book by any means; they offer contrasting emphases and assessments of the death-of-God literature, but much is to be gained by tuning into the tension between them. 
We live and practice in a culture that has been moulded by Christian religious conceptions and institutions, and so we need to orient ourselves in our post-Christian world. I will be relying heavily on these two books during this weekend.
Talk 1. Nuancing our view of religion
Some secular-dharmic circles seem to nurture a militant aversion towards religion, and identify the ‘new atheists’ – Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett, Christopher Hitchens and Sam Harris, those whose books sell well at airports – as allies in some sort of crusade against the forces of darkness that traditional religions supposedly exemplify. This partisanship assumes that we can reduce religions to their truth-claims, their beliefs, ones that have long since been debunked by science and so have become implausible.

The immediate mistake here lies in missing religion’s main importance as a cultural practice.
 It has ever been and remains probably the most ubiquitous, powerful and popular cultural practice on the planet, even if westerners for some time now have found it less useful than they did earlier.
 Just as cultures vary, so do religions; but all sustain themselves with myths, beliefs, rituals, communal forms, moral codes and so on. Just as do all other communal forms – from families to nations.
Religions in practice generate lived experiences that encompass their adherents’ communal belonging, emotional lives, desires, passions, human relationships, and life events – their agonies and their ecstasies. In so doing, religions have inspired and moulded vital human developments, such as language, literature, philosophy, music, architecture, graphic art, state-building, medicine and science. 
To be fluent in English, for instance, is to owe a huge debt to its acknowledged star progenitors – Shakespeare, and the authors of the King James Bible. But where did they get their poetics from? None other than Thomas Cranmer’s brilliant Book of common prayer (1549), which by law they were obliged to perform each Sunday and would have thus learned by rote.

The death of God
The linchpin of the Christian worldview that has informed so much of western cultural development is God (singular, capitalised). He created and still controls everything, so the Judeo-Christian story goes. But from the European Enlightenment on, growing numbers of the intelligentsia suspected that God did not exist (though they took care never to say so in front of the servants).
 In 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche announced: ‘God is dead.’ It has proved to be arguably the most influential aphorism of modern times. 
Note that it was no more than an announcement, not a reasoned argument for atheism. Nietzsche – himself no friend of either God or science – was simply observing that the leading European thinkers had stopped referring to God as some sort of first principle, and this represented a new beginning. In the USA, a similar train of thought was about to give birth to pragmatist philosophy. In both places, secular thought entered upon a new phase in its development.
The problem was that God (though assuredly dead) would not lie down. Ordinary people went on living their religious lives, coming together to worship him and to pray to him. At the same time, most of the intelligentsia – so used to having one great overarching principle with which to orient their thoughts – took to finding surrogates, viceroys, stopgaps, place-holders and stand-ins for God.
 Who or what was to take on the role as guarantor of the universe’s unity, coherence and meaning after God’s demise? 
For old-fashioned nineteenth-century rationalists, science and its transcendent materialism was the obvious choice to fill the huge God-shaped hole in the universe. Their current heirs (the new atheists) are still pushing its candidacy. But many found science’s credentials for the job unconvincing, and – much more radically – suggested that the job itself no longer made sense and ought to be scrapped. The conceptual universe needed to be restructured in a different way, so there was no God-shaped hole in it at all – no need for a first principle or central linchpin to hold it all together.

Even more confusingly, from the interwar period last century, theological currents emerged within traditional Christianity that agreed with this approach: God is dead; let’s not replace him at all; but let’s continue to follow Jesus the human teacher in the godlessly restructured universe. In other words, the leading edges of western religions refused to stand still while the rationalists took their traditional pot shots at them. 
A variation on this theological creativity is to repurpose the metaphor ‘God’ to mean something else, such as what we right now intuitively recognise to be of ultimate spiritual value to us, or the biosphere, or the universe.
 
A personal example: I walk to my office 30 minutes from home, and because I live in a godless part of town, I pass only one church, a little Uniting Church outfit called The Mustard Seed in Ultimo. Right now the billboard outside it says: ‘God wants spiritual fruits, not religious nuts.’ 
The search for God’s viceroy and the rise of phenomenology
But before we reached that point, the search continued for a more suitable viceroy for God than scientific materialism. It disqualified itself by making the same sort of claim to absolute truth as God had once made, and so was just as prone to dogmatism. Besides, it couldn’t cover God’s former bases, such as human consciousness, subjectivity, desire, sublime experiences, and ultimate ethical values. 
The other candidates that Eagleton lists – including Reason with a capital R, Nature with a capital N, Spirit with a capital S, culture, the nation, the state, Man with a capital M, the life force, and personal relations – all auditioned at various times for the role of ‘displaced divinity’, but didn’t make the grade either. None could furnish the symbolic resources (Eagleton’s term) and sense of belonging that traditional religion still robustly provided, however implausible their beliefs were. Atheism is not as easy as it looks, as Eagleton keeps insisting. 
At last the German novelist Thomas Mann named the central conceptual problem –the sheer exhaustion of any notion of one overbearing truth.
  Open our senses, and what do we see? A teeming, diverse world that defies reduction to one simple idea.

Those of you who’ve been around the dharmic block a couple of times may sense something familiar in this. You might be remembering how the Buddha drastically inverted the Brahmanical ‘one overbearing idea’ of ‘the All’, namely, that the apparently infinite diversity of earthly phenomena amount to the mere display of one single godhead. In answer to which the Buddha said:

 And what…is the all?  The eye and forms, the ear and sounds, the nose and odours, the tongue and tastes, the body and tactile sensations, the mind and mental phenomena.  This is called the all.

If anyone…should speak thus: ‘Having rejected this all, I shall make known another all’ – that would be a mere empty boast on their part.  If questioned they would not be able to reply and…would meet with vexation.  For what reason?  Because…that all would not be within their domain [that is, their experience, or sensorium].
 

Thus the Buddha acknowledged the teeming diversity of phenomena, the plenitude of our direct experience, but tacitly denied that it referred back to some originating first principle – anything claiming to be absolute. As usual, he’d set his face against metaphysical speculation, and discounted some supposed essential ‘truth’ underlying the way in which phenomena played out to our senses. The search for this ‘truth’ simply distracts us from our experiential spiritual work.
Two thousand three hundred years later the western peloton made it across the same post-metaphysical finishing line, and phenomenology was born. Watson emphasises its crowning achievement in our search for meaning in a godless universe; he calls it ‘that most underrated movement of the twentieth century’, and hints that it at last established a genuine atheism. It upholds

the notion that in a world no longer illumined by God or reason, all attempts to reduce its infinite variety (the universe, experience) to concepts, ideas or essences – whether religious or scientific, whether they involve the “soul,” or “nature,” or “particles” or the “afterlife” – diminish the actual variety of reality which is part, and maybe the biggest part, or even the whole, of its meaning.
  
As Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger developed this ‘notion’ (and Marcel Proust illustrated it in his fiction), its affinity with the dharma crystallised. Husserl emphasised the intentionality underpinning human consciousness, itself not a ‘thing’ but a deliberate paying attention to – a ‘turning towards’ – the world in order to experience it directly. Consciousness is always transitive: it is consciousness of something, a deliberate relating to whatever is happening in our experienced world right now.
 All familiar stuff to the insight meditator. 

Heidegger’s contribution, in Being and time (1927), was to present the human person as more like an event than an entity – an event conditioned by the dynamics of her or his immediate circumstances or ‘world’. Indeed, s/he constitutes – and is constituted by – that world. Hence Heidegger’s re-rendering of the human person as a happening, a process of ‘being-there’ and ‘being-in-the-world’ – a being that culminates definitively in death. 
But while still on foot, the life process in question proceeds from its embodiment in a specific but shifting context. It is driven by a relation of care and in a struggle for authenticity waged against pressures to conform to conventional expectations. 

Compare this vision to the Buddha’s cryptic statement: ‘It is…in just this fathom-long body endowed with perception and mind that I make known the world, the arising of the world, the ceasing of the world, and the path.’
  
Conclusion
 In subsequent talks this weekend, I want to draw out the implications of an approach to dharma practice informed by this conceptual revolution in western thought, which is also available to non-conformist practitioners of traditional religions.  But I will end with some suggestions about how we might want to relate to traditional religions as such, not least the ambient Christian one, but also, perhaps, conventional Buddhism.
1. Secularists have no argument with religion as such. They are free to enjoy the symbolic (including aesthetic) resources that traditional religions have made available, including rituals around life events and even everyday life. But secularity refers to a turn towards this world at this time, which certainly sets up a tension with ideas and stories that claim to be timeless, that orient practice to some other world or realm, and to some future post- or super-human state of being. 
2. Like any other human artefact, religions are to be assessed on their usefulness in fulfilling human purposes, including community-building – probably its main purpose since prehistoric times. The fall in religious adherence in the west, especially since the second world war, indicates its declining utility as people find other resources to meet their needs and purposes. Part of that declining utility comes from traditional religions’ failure to meet salient new ethical requirements, above all inclusiveness, gender equality and democracy.
 
But traditional religions have by no means exhausted their usefulness for many westerners, as Eagleton argues in his final chapter. And the leading edges of traditional religions continue to evolve in progressive directions.
Talk 2: Finitude
In December 2013 a certain prominent Theravādin monk, in his capacity as ‘spiritual adviser’ to the Victorian Buddhist Society, circulated a ‘policy statement’ requiring anyone teaching on its premises to literally sign up to a set of propositions before being allowed to teach on the society’s premises. So far as I know, Stephen Batchelor was the first object of the ban. To pass muster as a Buddhist, the edict said, you had to affirm inter alia belief in rebirth, and the proposition that ‘sangha’ referred to monastics only. This from an institution that made gestures towards welcoming Buddhists of all traditions and persuasions.

My sense is that a majority of ethnically western dharma practitioners don’t subscribe to either tenet. Our culture does not support the concept of rebirth in particular. 
Postmortem pragmatics
All assertions of a life after death usually have solid materialist backing. For most of the history of institutional Christianity, fear of hellfire and the promise of an escape route therefrom have constituted its principal marketing tool. In many Buddhist traditions, the desire for a fortunate rebirth fuels lay piety, mainly expressed in the form of giving dana (donations) to monastics, which generates merit, that in turn secures the boon in question for the donor. This ‘merit-go-round’ keeps monasticism afloat, not least financially, and reinforces monastics’ spiritual authority. So Theravādin monks in particular have a vested interest in rebirth.
Before the emergence of powerful, developed states with police forces, teachings about life after death also performed yeoman service in scaring would-be miscreants into obeying the rules. Even if you get away with it in this life, you’ll cop it in the next. That was the message. Such teachings were thus useful, as the pragmatists would argue, and that’s why human beings made them up. 
These teachings are also psychologically appealing, as death in all its finality is difficult for the ego to swallow, and those whose loved ones have just died find it comforting to think that the deceased haven’t simply ceased to exist, but have rather just gone off somewhere else – to heaven, a new life – and we’ll all meet up again by and by. 

For all these good pragmatic reasons, those who asserted or suspected that death really was the end met with a lot of institutional, psychological and cultural resistance. However, the drift of scientific discoveries, from evolution to neuroscience, has gone the sceptics’ way, as well as banished a lot of general supernaturalism from the culture, even in the ranks of church-goers. How exactly do you explain rebirth to a neuroscientist?

Death as existential punctuation
It began to dawn on many leading western thinkers (including poets) that abandoning implausible ideas of an afterlife was not enough; we should affirm our humanity by actually taking our human mortality, vulnerability and limited capacities as a fundamental premise in making sense of our lives and figuring out how to live them. This is what is meant by ‘finitude’, which its proponents encourage us to embrace fully. The aim of life, George Santayana suggests, should be to live triumphantly with finitude.
 
Can we extrapolate the Buddha’s position on all this? He certainly had a lot to say about death and impermanence, not least in his specification of what constitutes dukkha in his first teaching – a list that begins with birth, ageing, sickness and death. In accordance with prevailing assumptions in his time and place, though, he clearly accepted that people were reborn, just as he would have accepted that the world was flat. But he never taught it as an integral part of the dharma – it was simply part of the cultural wallpaper. 
At the end of the famous Kalama sutta, he tacitly acknowledges that some people in his audience were sceptical about rebirth: he tells the Kalamas that, if it turns out that there is no afterlife, practising the dharma will still assure them a dignified, meaningful and untroubled life.
 In other words, dharma practice is its own reward – a matter we’ll return to below, and again tomorrow afternoon. 
As often happens, it’s been the poets who’ve picked up the problem that afterlife stories posed, which was their implicit denigration of this life – a matter close to the secularist’s (and poet’s) heart. Everybody’s favourite spiritual poet, Rainer Maria Rilke, wrote of the error of ‘think[ing] of any afterlife or any reincarnation we are bound for as more extraordinary than finding ourselves here in the first place.’ By losing ourselves in dreams of an afterlife, we skew our priorities and neglect our opportunities and responsibilities in this life. Being here, he said, 

is a source 

with a thousand well

heads; a net of pure force

that no one can touch and not kneel down in awe.
  

Rilke succinctly stated an idea that Heidegger would elaborate on: we know we’re going to die, and this gives us a clear framework for creating the narrative of our lives in a meaningful way. We know how it will end: ‘death drives the plot of life,’ as Watson summarises him.
 We are the authors of our life stories, which (like all good stories) must have a beginning, a middle, and an end. If we don’t accept that death spells the end, we’ll conceive of our lives as if they were endless, formless soapies instead. 
That sentiment may sound familiar to aficionados of poet and liturgist Thomas Cranmer – mentioned in dispatches this morning – in his opening incantation in the burial rite: 

Man that is born of a woman hath but a short time to live, and is full of misery. He cometh up, and is cut down like a flower; he flyeth as it were a shadow, and never continueth in one stay.
In the midst of life we are in death.
A more upbeat view of finitude comes from the living Buddhist poet, Mary Oliver, at the end of her intensely moving In Blackwater Woods:

To live in this world
you must be able

to do three things:

to love what is mortal;

to hold it

against your bones knowing

your own life depends on it;

and, when the time comes to let it go,

to let it go.
The important pragmatist philosopher, Richard Rorty, on getting his terminal diagnosis seven years ago, took comfort in this verse of Algernon Swinburne from The garden of Proserpine (1866):

We thank with brief thanksgiving

Whatever gods may be 

That no life lives for ever;

That dead men rise up never;

That even the weariest river

Winds somewhere safe to sea.

Finitude in phenomenology
The thinker who perhaps had most to say about finitude was the important phenomenologist, Martin Heidegger. In brutal summary, his view was this: we are thrown into a life-world not of our choosing, but as we mature, we come to make this particular world our home, we dwell in it, we become intimate with it, we learn to care for aspects of it (other people, projects) and in this way we drive our life process forward. (Tomorrow afternoon we’ll link this vision up with insight meditation practice.)

As we saw in the previous session, that is what being-there and being-in-the-world is all about. But inseparable from them is what Heidegger calls being-towards-death. (’In the midst of life we are in death,’ as Cranmer put it.) We are animating a life process stretched out between birth and death.
To repeat, we are not so much stable entities as unfolding events and happenings. So we need to make this life process our very own and take responsible for it – to lend it dignity and significance. Which means achieving authenticity in two senses: resisting the forces of conformity, and being constantly aware of our own mortality. 
To come back to Rilke at this point: we should make our death unique, just as – if we live well – we make our life unique. ’Aspire to make your death an event of consequence,’ as Watson summarises him.
 

Conclusion
If this life in this world is the only one we have, then we should take it very seriously indeed. Mary Oliver asks:

Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life?
We should dig deep into our experience of this abundant life-world we have to work with. Isn’t this what dharma practice is all about? We are not practising to receive some future reward, but to make this life, right here and now, meaningful. To make the most of its potential to grow and deepen and season us, to intensify our experience of this world, our only home. Such, surely, is the intention behind the foundational teaching of our basic practice, insight meditation. It’s the spirit that animates the Satipatthāna sutta.
As Mary Oliver puts it at the end of her poem, When death comes: 
When it's over, I want to say: all my life
I was a bride married to amazement.
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 

When it is over, I don't want to wonder
if I have made of my life something particular, and real.
I don't want to find myself sighing and frightened,
or full of argument. 

I don't want to end up simply having visited this world. 

Talk 3: The numinous, the transcendent, and the sublime 

Keep some room in your heart for the unimaginable. 
― Mary Oliver
Rationality is a hallmark of modern culture, and most of us would agree that it’s a jolly good thing. It’s essential for problem-solving, scientific and technological advances, and for co-ordinating extremely large-scale and complicated cities, societies, and global networks like the internet. It gobbles up and spits out all manner of superstitions, prejudices, and irrational fears and hatreds. Understandably, one of the worst judgments one can pass on someone is to say that s/he is ‘irrational’.

But while rationality is a good servant, it has megalomanic tendencies and makes a bad master. This happens when we enter into an idolatrous relationship with it. In 1918 the classical sociologist Max Weber famously declared that modernity had ‘rationalised and disenchanted the world’. All the fairies had died because rationalistic parents had taught their children to say that they didn’t exist. The cult of rationalism tends to leach our experience of everything that can enchant and amaze us, to inspire awe and wonder in us. It sets its face against numinous experiences like these.
While rationalism tut-tutted about numinous experiences, we humans went on having them – it’s a human talent – and traditional religions made the most of them. For the Judeo-Christian tradition they were intimations of the transcendent realm, the stirrings of – and messages from – God. The faithful could say that they had ‘experienced’ God, felt the breath of God, had a visitation from the Virgin Mary, or a voice message from a saint. Traditional Buddhists might say they’d got a whiff of the Unconditioned or the Deathless. So while rationalism disapproved of the numinous, traditional religions have long since colonised it in the form of what William James called ‘shared fictions’ about transcendence.
 

In itself, transcendence is a heady idea. It points to a plane of existence supposedly much better than this world, or an upgrade out of the human condition to some kind of blissful, dukkha-free, perfect state of being. Or both: heaven populated with angels. The more painful, oppressed, deprived and insecure one’s actual circumstances, the more seductively the transcendental beckons.
 When Karl Marx wrote that religion is the opium of the people, opium was the most common effective analgesic available. If they could, people used opium to still pain, not to have psychotropic experiences. The sentence preceding the notorious quote reads: Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions.
 For him the only way to move beyond religion was to overcome the social misery that gives rise to dreams of transcendence.
The unforced sublime
For reasonably secure and comfortable secularists, though, rationalism and religion conspire together to denigrate this world and this life. They don’t want us to attend to them. They talk in abstractions and generalities, they distract us from the amazing and abundant here-and-now, which they flatten into a drab, contourless landscape. If we want sublime experiences, they’re available to us right here. Back to Mary Oliver, that self-styled ‘bride married to amazement’:
Instructions for living a life. 
Pay attention. 
Be astonished. 
Tell about it.

The message from phenomenologists like Heidegger is that we cannot (and have no reason to) transcend ourselves and our human condition. We cannot step back from the world, or soar away from it.
 Which might make us all the more suspicious about the grandiosity of religious terms like salvation, redemption, and transcendence itself. Maybe ‘enlightenment’ belongs in this list, too. All these terms point to what writer Cynthia Ozick calls our ‘haunted desire for human completion’,
 that ironically gestures towards a post- or superhuman condition. 
Is it so terrible to die as a human work-in-progress? Do we have a choice?

Awakening as process or status?

The Buddha spoke about ‘awakening’ as a process. Dharma practice works towards this process. It’s a simple enough metaphor. Waking up is something we all do at least once every 24 hours, and we know what it feels like to go from oblivion to finding ourselves back in the world with all our senses open. Awakening in the spiritual sense is like that. We awaken – sometimes stunningly! – to experiences and insights that are fresh and new to us. Many of us have known such moments, especially on retreat. It has nothing to do with some sort of completion.
But the Buddha lived in a culture that fixated on the idea of redemption, or ‘liberation’ (moksha). It harboured a downbeat view of human life on earth, one that encouraged escapist yearnings towards transcendence and redemption. So awakening began to carry a secondary meaning, of a status or condition that permanently lifted you out of the morass of human life (dukkha). 

As the Buddha’s tradition religified after his death, the secondary meaning of awakening became the primary one, and ‘awakening’ itself was displaced by another metaphor – ‘enlightenment’ – understood as an irreversible status, an essentially transcendent post-human one. That became the ‘shared fiction’ of Buddhism understood as a religion, a fiction that came to underpin monastic authority structures. One does not contradict an Enlightened One! For the rest of us, the acme of spiritual practice then simply becomes a bridge too far, best dropped from view for all practical purposes.
If we think about our dharma practice in non-transcendent terms, what is the point of it? Clearly, we have to let go of the transcendent idea that there is one perfect way to be, which would confine our practice to self-purification – squeezing ourselves into the prescribed template, treating everything outside that template as ‘impurities’ or ‘defilements’. 
The opposite plan (to adopt Richard Rorty’s terms) follows the aspiration of self-enlargement: constantly ‘tinkering with ourselves’ to cultivate human intelligence, wisdom and virtue, reaching for the outer edges of our human potential.
 And that means awakening as often as possible. Making the most of our little epiphanies. Never allowing ourselves to become blasé or jaded towards the unexpected spiritual riches of this life here on earth. Paying close attention, as Mary Oliver suggests.
The everyday sublime
If you do this, you’ll probably find that Max Weber got it wrong (though he has an excuse: disenchantment was something the world had plenty of in 1918). This world is full of enchantment, you just have to turn up for it. A personal example again: ten days ago a large number of us were burying a friend, a great nature-lover, with full secular honours in Waverley Cemetery, overlooking the ocean, on a classic sunny Sydney winter’s day. Many of us find participation in a well-run funeral a moment of sublime deepening into the human condition and connectedness; actual burial accentuates this experience through its raw organicism. During the ‘moment of reflection’, when we’d all fallen silent, a whale breached just off-shore. What a pointer to relishing and trusting in this one precious life!
That was a striking encounter with the sublime – the better word for us, perhaps, as it hasn’t been saddled with the same religious freight as ‘the numinous’. The sublime, too, refers to the awe-inspiring, the unutterably beautiful, even the dread – that which takes us beyond the limits of language (except, perhaps, for poets). 

We certainly don’t have to be religious to experience the sublime, and it doesn’t have to involve extraordinary events. Ronald Dworkin relates in his new book that scientists who have probed the vastness of space, and the complexity of particles, have been struck with awe and overtaken by ‘a kind of emotional response that at least borders on trembling’.
 
And that wicked demolisher of religious myths, Charles Darwin, was similarly in awe of what he himself had uncovered. ‘The sublime is reached through the commonplace’, the ‘slow accretion of facts’, he wrote in his notebook.
 And at the end of his magnum opus, On the origin of species, he famously commented on the evolutionary scheme he had set forth: ‘There is grandeur in this view of life’. (Though his religious critics saw in it only the opposite.)
For dharma practitioners, Stephen Batchelor has recently coined ‘the everyday sublime’ as a term of art.
 For one of his sources of inspiration, Martin Heidegger, the drama of being-there, of being-in-the-world, unfolds in our ‘average everydayness’ (which is what meets us on the cushion every day). So Stephen begins his article:

Meditation originates and culminates in the everyday sublime. I have little interest in achieving states of sustained concentration in which the sensory richness of experience is replaced by pure introspective rapture. I have no interest in reciting mantras, visualizing Buddhas or mandalas, gaining out-of-body experiences, reading other people’s thoughts, practicing lucid dreaming, channelling psychic energies through chakras, let alone absorbing my consciousness in the transcendent perfection of the Unconditioned. For me, meditation is about embracing what is happening to this organism as it touches its environment in this moment. I do not reject the experience of the mystical. I only reject the view that the mystical is concealed behind what is merely apparent, that it is anything other than what is occurring in time and space right now. The mystical does not transcend the world but saturates it. ‘The mystical is not how the world is,’ noted Ludwig Wittgenstein in 1921, ‘but that it is’ (emphasis added). 
 There are echoes here of Darwin’s finding the sublime in the commonplace, and of the central tenet of phenomenology: our experiences speak for themselves – there is no hidden truth or invisible hand lurking beneath them. There is no way, and no need, to tell the dancer from the dance, as Rorty puts it.
 
Conclusion

This approach to dharma practice has far-reaching implications for how we approach insight meditation, and for our dharmic priorities. I want to draw them out, as well as the implications of our focus on finitude, in the last talk of the workshop this afternoon.  

Talk 4. Intensity in practice

The Buddha once said that we should practise as if our hair were on fire. A trifle drastic, perhaps, but it chimes nicely with a key trope that runs through Peter Watson’s book: virtually all the thinkers he cites who have given helpful answers to the question, how should we live in the light of God’s death?, have counselled living intensely, with authenticity, and with growing depth and sensitivity. 
These fathom-long bodies of ours, imbued with perception and mind (as the Buddha put it), and inhabiting fast-changing personal worlds – these are what constitute us, and they don’t last all that long. So get on with it! Remember Mary Oliver’s line, ‘I don't want to end up simply having visited this world.’
Why is this message coming to us so strongly since the death of God (and the abandonment of subsequent attempts to replace him)? Because these processes have scrapped metaphysical and transcendental ideas that saturated our culture and encouraged us to turn away from the sensuous/sensible world. Old ideas that encouraged us to prefer grand narratives and ‘one overbearing idea’ over lived experience – lived experience in all its immediacy, evanescence and plurality. To reach down into our experience, we need to abandon transcendental distractions.
One of the downsides of the old metaphysical ways, and of the false gods that have replaced them (consumerism, affluence theologies, and other forms of ‘selfing’, for instance) was their encouragement to complacency, triviality and defensive shallowness. Well may Stephen Batchelor list where he was not interested in taking his meditation practice, in the quote I read out during the previous talk! 

For while traditional beliefs have lost a lot of ground, gullibility has not, especially in recent western spirituality. ‘The hard-boiled who believe in nothing,’ Eagleton comments, ‘turn out to be the kind of fantasists who will believe in anything.’
 In the UK, more people believe in UFOs than believe in God. One in four Americans believes in astrology, one in five believes in reincarnation.
 Hollywood notables flock to Scientology. Pentecostal megachurches spring up like mushrooms. And so on.
The Satipatthana sutta
 The Buddha’s most detailed advice on how to intensify our experience of our being-there and being-in-the-world is contained in the Satipatthāna sutta, which the three Sydney insight sanghas are all right now taking a considerable time to study, step by step. It ticks all the phenomenological boxes: it’s free from metaphysical truth-claims; and it invites us into ever-deeper awareness of just how shifting, plural and decentred – and ultimately important – our lived worlds and our selves are.  
The sutta contains no technical instructions, requires the development of no technical proficiency. It is free of esotericism and the promise of metaphysical revelations. (There are none to be had.) What we need to understand will arise out of our own experience, and the practice will bring us to understand it viscerally. 
But the practice that the sutta expounds does demand that we develop a grasp of basic dharma, so we have heuristic pointers to what might be fruitful to look for, and what questions might help us investigate the way we live and its implications for our ethical and spiritual development. As a guide to ‘tinkering with ourselves’ in Rorty’s sense, the sutta is unexcelled.
It culminates in the contemplation of the four great tasks (aka the four noble truths), but they are present at all stages in dharma practice. They require us to fully embrace the inevitable difficulties of the human condition (dukkha, including our finitude); to let go of our instinctive and habitual evasions of those difficulties through craving and aversion; to awaken to moments of stillness that accompany their temporary cessation; and to cultivate a multifaceted way of life that deepens our ethical and spiritual development.
  
In Heidegger’s terms, these linked tasks express the care we bring to our practice on and off the cushion – the way we learn to dwell in our worlds and project ourselves out onto them, thus making a difference. This is what it means to live intensely, to make the most of this life. 
Like the Buddha, Heidegger introduced the tempering value of letting-go. To live intensely must never translate into wilfulness – into our turning into meddling control freaks. Were we to fall into that trap, we would actually be blocking the development of our sensitivity and receptivity. Thus Heidegger extols Gelassenheit: calm, composure, detachment, release – letting things be.
 This principle comes close to the Buddha’s upekkha (equanimity, one of the four vital ‘immeasurable’ emotional tones of the awakening mind).
This is what it means, as well, to live a life of integrity, to live authentically, in full acknowledgement of our finitude, and with the determination to steer our own course in the face of conventional expectations. No small task! 
Heidegger’s brilliance did not extend to communication skills, so let’s hear it from Mary Oliver, in The journey:

One day you finally knew
what you had to do, and began,
though the voices around you
kept shouting
their bad advice –
though the whole house
began to tremble
and you felt the old tug
at your ankles.
‘Mend my life!’
each voice cried.
But you didn't stop.
You knew what you had to do,
though the wind pried
with its stiff fingers
at the very foundations,
though their melancholy
was terrible.
It was already late
enough, and a wild night,
and the road full of fallen
branches and stones.
But little by little,
as you left their voices behind,
the stars began to burn
through the sheets of clouds,
and there was a new voice
which you slowly
recognised as your own,
that kept you company
as you strode deeper and deeper
into the world,
determined to do
the only thing you could do –
determined to save
the only life you could save.
Conclusion
We need to know about the four great tasks, and it’s an enormous advantage to know the Satipatthāna sutta, and the dharmic teachings it alludes to, inside out. But what we need as much as anything else is to sustain the urgency and intensity that Mary Oliver evokes here. 
We westerners aren’t used to working in this goalless way. We want to achieve goals, cross finishing lines, receive the commemorative silverware, maybe even a gold medal and a certificate of full enlightenment. Otherwise we tend to lose interest, and turn to something that offers instant and more palpable gratification.
The greater blessing we can give ourselves is what the zennies call ‘beginner’s mind’. It is the royal road to the everyday sublime. If our meditative and life experience isn’t fresh, vivid and ‘amazing’, then maybe we’re not going deep enough, not sloughing off dulling habits of mind. Are we on automatic pilot? Are we treating our practice as routine, even a chore, and something apart from our ‘real’ lives?

We may need to deliberately unlock our capacity for curiosity, delight and amazement. We can do this by keeping our sources of inspiration close at hand. And let some of them be nature, poetry, and our sangha. Meditation, and dharma practice in general, are communal undertakings. In our individualistic culture it’s easy to lose sight of this basic fact.
But above all, we need to come back to the big picture that our own culture makes available to us, with its promptings to lead this one wild and precious life in a spirit of urgency, intensity and authenticity, as well as letting-go.
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