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‘Stoep Zen is a triumphant expression of living and walking in “The Great Way”’

- Gavin Harrison, author of In the Lap of the Buddha

 


‘A magical blend of short essays, haiku-style poems and atmospheric photographs mirroring life in a small community amid one of the world’s most distinctive landscapes’ - Stephen Coan, The Witness
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‘If there is ever a blooming of the lotus in the Karoo, this is how it will look’
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‘A gentle meditation of a book, perfect for contemplative afternoons when sunlight slants into the corner of the room’ - Jacqui L’Ange, Psychologies

 


‘Magical’ - Rooi Rose

 


‘An undiscovered gem… intimate, tender and engaging… testimony to Osler’s deep faith, his impressive writing skills and his talent for life’ - Aubrey Paton,

The Sunday Times




In this wild and tender place 
May we ever hear the sound of truth 
In the whispering of stars 
In turning windmills 
In the silence of the veld
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PROLOGUE

Stoep

A stoep is a kind of veranda attached to a house, usually with a roof. For those of us who live on the farm, the stoep is where we like to sit. The space between home and the world, between the inside and the outside. Where we watch the days change into night, where we listen to the flies in summer and feel the seasons pass. A place where we belong.

You don’t have to sit on a stoep to feel this. If your eyes are open then you belong wherever you go, even if you ride out through the farm gate all the way to Coleskop. Don’t complicate a thing. Give yourself to this world moment by moment by moment. Then you are never separate from your true home.



Zen

Zen is a branch of the Buddhist spiritual tradition. I’m tempted to give a neat description of Zen but then I always end up undermining the very thing I am trying to explain.

So let me just say this: In Northern India about 500 BC a young prince, Siddhartha of the Shakya clan, was so distressed by the suffering around him that he left his life of privilege to save the world. He tried every philosophical, magical and spiritual path available and spent years in self-denial, living as a recluse and outcast. Then, one night under the famous bodhi tree (enlightenment tree), he was transformed by an experience so profound that he was thereafter called the Buddha – the one who has seen. If you want to be free from suffering, said the Buddha, don’t believe what others say, pay close attention and don’t cling to anything because everything is moving. Out of this a religious movement developed with a strong monastic core and an ethic of harmlessness, compassion and social democracy.

Then, when Buddhist travellers entered China from around the time of the Christian era, they met a tradition that both complemented and challenged them: it was called Taoism. The Taoist sages understood the urge to live an authentic life but they had little time for monastic rules; typically, they lived close to nature on remote mountain peaks, following the rhythm of the seasons, working hard, reciting poems and drinking wine. Zen was born out of this encounter. Buddhism supplied the discipline and meditative practices, Taoism the spontaneity and lightness. Together they explored the tenderness and richness of an inherently tragic existence.

The Zen patriarchs gaily ignored the official teachings of the Buddha and homed in on the experience of the Buddha’s enlightenment, which they also deliberately rewrote. What happened under the bodhi tree, they said, began as a moment like any other when the young man, driven beyond himself by years of questioning and
doubt, lifted his eyes to the sky and saw in front of him the evening star. Not just saw it but SAW IT! Saw it with such a terrible and radiant clarity that there was no room left for himself and he was swallowed by the star. Then, having seen something so beautiful, he had no choice but to share it and he went out to teach others for the rest of his long life. ‘So wake up!’ the old men shouted. ‘Become the Buddha! Open your eyes and see for yourselves!’

Just a word of warning about the style of Zen teachings. They appear irreverent but in fact they draw deeply from classical Buddhism. And they demonstrate rather than explain. There is a place for explanation, of course, but there is also a place where logic stumbles and we have to enter the world of astonishment and love. That’s where Zen uses other ways to wake us up – poetry, pointing, jokes, a shout, a stick – whack! I tell you about my house, I explain how to get to it, then I point it out to you so you can see it for yourself, and finally you can come to visit me on your own two feet. Welcome.

So much for the history and the descriptions. Now it is time to throw all that into the garbage, to open our eyes and get in touch with our own life. If we pay attention and live from our belly – without the habitual veil of thinking that stands between us and our experience – then whatever we see hear taste touch or smell is the truth. It is the content of our life at this moment, the place where we truly live. Then our life lies clearly in front of us and we can step lightly and kindly. As it says in the old books, we will go to the depths of hell to look after each other – even out to Kannashoek where they live under donkey carts and fight to the death on a Saturday night. Very simple. When Johannes Volmaan pulls his thick-wheeled bicycle up to the kitchen door I shake his hand and ask him how he is; when he leaves I wish him a safe journey.


Spiritual teachings are typically handed down in the form of stories. In the earliest Indian tradition the Buddha’s sermons begin with the words ‘Thus I have heard’. And even the later Zen school passes on its insights by way of poems and anecdotes; this is a storyteller’s home and I hope to tell my story here.

I am doing this out of gratitude to an ancient tradition, to see how it sits in a new setting – in an African, South African, Karoo setting, right here where I sit outside my house on the dusty Oorlogspoort road. To see how it works when, instead of a story about the Buddha giving a sermon under a fig tree, it is about something my neighbour says to me at the dam as we pull up a windmill pipe.

It is to see if I have absorbed enough of this teaching to make it my own and to pass it on in my own tongue.

But mostly it is just because I want to sing you a song that I have learned to love.
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Summer
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Long before dawn 
I wait for sunrise on the eastern stoep 
And fall asleep

 


When I wake up 
The world is flooded with light



Poplar Grove is not a big farm – at least not by Karoo standards. No great mountains, no grand view. The house sits with its back to a vast plain, looking into a rocky kloof where the baboons shout and where a small stream whispers through the poplars. It sits here through summers so hot that the bathroom candles melt and through winters so cold that the bedside water freezes in its glass, through spring winds that rip gutters from the roof and through the gentle drift of autumn leaves in the grove. All under the great blue sky.

The old house was built sometime around 1849; we still sleep inside the original mud-brick walls and the old vine still winds itself along the eastern windows. We don’t know the men and women who first lived here but we know they were migrant stock farmers – trekboers – moving north from the Cape in extended family groups. Sometimes we pick up old pieces of pottery or ammunition and once we found a rolled-up page from a Dutch bible inside a thick glass medicine bottle. Before the trekboers, the bushmen lived here. Near the sheep kraal we can see their tool site littered with stone chips, scrapers and broken arrowheads. I sometimes wonder with what foreboding they sat on the hills to watch the tiny wagons creep across the veld, wagons carrying white people who would soon take all the land and water but never share it with them. And long before the bushmen, even before the continent of Africa split away from Gondwana, plants grew here in swamps along the edge of an inland sea. Last year, in a far corner of the farm, we found a fossilised tree that had fallen into the mineral-rich mud before the great mass extinction at the end of the Permian Age over 250 million years ago.

The trees in the grove were here before us and they will be here after we have gone, together with the ironstone rocks, the slow tortoises and the herds of springbok flicking their tails in the sun. One day there will be little sign of us. In the meantime, we do what we can to show our respect. We take care of the lambs, we line the erosion with stones, and we play with children in the shade of the shearing shed.


I live in the main house on Poplar Grove with my wife Margie and my two daughters Emma and Sarah. Emma was born one Easter just as the sun came up; she was called Lindiwe because her parents had waited a long time for her. Sarah was the last white child to be born in the segregated wards of the old Colesberg hospital. When she was born it rained for three days so she was called Nomvula, the one who brings the rain; we got stuck in the mud bringing her home and had to push the bakkie while she slept in the cab under her blankets like a queen. The girls are young adults now but many of these stories are about them when they were young and carefree. Nothing has made my life richer, more wonderful or exasperating, than these two affectionate girls; they have taught me more than any Zen master and made me fuller than the moon. Margie took responsibility for the girls’ home schooling when they were young and now she takes care of the farm. She supports me at all times and gives me hell when I am getting complicated, unruly or pretentious; each evening, if we can, we sit beside each other on the stoep and watch the sun go down.

The farm is also home to other people, some who live and work here, others who stay a while and move on. The stockman Tongo January and his wife Angelina used to live in a cart on the road until they stopped off at Poplar Grove one day and never left; they still refuse to have anything in their house that they can’t carry with them – just in case. They are surrounded by a group of children with exotic names like Dassie, Riempie, Zompie, Hammertjie and Elvis, as well as others with names that come from the Afrikaans soapie 7de Laan, which is famous here even though there is no television on the farm.

Of course Poplar Grove is not an island. We also live in a country that has experienced one of the most riveting, frightening and inspiring political revolutions in history. Real radical change is in our face every day. How do we dance with this? How do we reach down through the swirling emotions and opinions that this insecurity brings into a quieter space, a space where we can see a little further, love a little deeper, laugh a little louder? We have a wonderful and strong opportunity for spiritual practice here – whatever our particular tradition. The clouds come and go but behind them the sky is always blue.
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Next to the house is an old stone barn. The old earth roof had collapsed so we sawed poplar logs for beams and put corrugated iron sheets on top of them. Then we cut reeds from the Oorlogspoort River and made a ceiling. Now we use it as our meditation room – it’s not as insulated as it used to be but at least we don’t get covered in dust.

Tongo used to call it the kerkie – the little church – but when we explained that nobody was being worshipped there he changed it to the Buddhaplekkie – the little Buddha place – which was next to the slangskuur, the snake barn where the cobras live. These days we all call it the ‘Zendo’ – the traditional Zen word for a place of meditation. Its name is not important but it is a place of quietness that anyone can use. We like to spend time there together as a family or on our own. Sometimes friends come and join us, sometimes we have Zen retreats there. At Christmas and Easter the farm workers from the district get together in the Zendo to hold a church service and to sing their hearts out. And last year we had a double wedding there – Tongo’s son Attie married Siena from Soetfontein and Dirk married Tongo’s daughter Makkie; they were told by the dominee that they had to get married if they wanted a church burial so the two couples did it together and brought all their children along – it was a happy moment except that Dirk’s father fell off his bicycle and never made it to the ceremony.
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At noon the men go home for porridge and milk, 
The girls lift their dresses and splash in the horse trough.

Then we turn off the radio 
And lie down in the swelling quiet



The Karoo Mobile Law Clinic opened in Colesberg in 1989 as a free legal service for those who couldn’t afford lawyers and who had no access to the channels of power or influence. Predictably, our clients were almost all black and poor.

In the early days of the Law Clinic, Mandela was still in jail and democracy still a dream. The security police used to ride up and down the road in a van with blackened windows and they raided us every week, banging on the door and shouting, ‘Openup Openup!’ That was until they realised that they could just come in and talk to us, that we had no subversive political agenda, and that we made a good cup of tea. We tried never to take sides and we understood that everybody had their own dreams and fears. Our job was to listen and to make things better where we could.

There was one policeman who came to visit us regularly, his name was Fof Krater. One day he found out that I had once sung on an album of Afrikaans songs that he was very fond of: ‘We have our sources,’ he said. After that he didn’t talk about politics; instead, he liked to listen to stories about celebrity Afrikaans musicians whom I knew and he once brought a copy of the long-playing disc for me to sign. ‘Aan my goeie vriend Foffie Krater,’ I wrote. ‘Die band speel maar die land brand.’ (To my good friend Foffie Krater, the band plays while the country burns.) ‘No man, meneer,’ he said when he read it. ‘How can you make a joke like that?’ When I last saw him, it was after the 1994 elections and he was on a team appointed to guard the new black provincial premier – a man he once hunted. Krater was leaning back in a sofa outside a locked door and his eyes were closed. I could have sworn he was smiling.
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The windmill at the house is an old Aermotor. The ‘Rolls-Royce’ is what Lollie Windpomp calls it. He says if he had to fix Rolls-Royces for a living he’d be bankrupt because they never break down. Well, ours broke the other day so we had no water in the house and it was down to the stream with buckets. Next Wednesday Lollie arrives to fix it so we go to the stoep for a midmorning coffee. He tells me the police raided the bar in town and found his daughter sitting on the lap of the coloured electricity inspector from Venterstad and now he doesn’t know what to do. ‘I’ll probably break his neck,’ he says, but he’s actually not a bad man so I’ll be sorry. Then we try to start the generator so that Lollie can make electricity for his welding machine. It won’t run so he goes back to town for a spark plug. When he comes back it’s time for afternoon tea so we sit on the stoep again but we don’t say anything about his daughter. Then Lollie gets the generator to go and he welds a rod to the bracket under the machine head. Now they’re ready to test it and someone releases the brake. Young Dirk is up on the platform to loosen the windmill wheel when a gust of wind blows up, the tail arm swings around at him and he grabs it and now he’s hanging there kicking fresh air. Everybody opens their mouth to shout but no sound comes. Then the wind passes, Dirk clambers back to the platform and we all clap our hands, we laugh and tell each other what we just saw. ‘Sjoe!’ says Dirk, grinning all over. But the windmill is our life. We treat it with respect and give thanks each day for the clanking heartbeat of it.
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When it’s hot like this 
We wait all day for nightfall. 
Then we take our seats in the Zendo 
And give thanks for the softening light
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Buddhism is a way of experience, a way of living our lives as profoundly and as simply as we can. It is not a system of beliefs and so it does not compete with conventional religions. Where it does act as a religion, it is marked by the depth of a life rather than by adherence to a creed. So, wherever people care deeply about things, this way is open to them. The tradition has always travelled lightly, unburdened by dogma or any sense of having an exclusive hold on the truth – don’t attach to anything, not even to your own religion. As the Zen tradition puts it, ‘If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him!’ The Buddha himself spoke of the teachings as a raft to get across a river; when you get to the other side the raft has served its purpose – don’t carry it around on your shoulders, send it back to the far bank where someone else can use it. For the old way to find itself on a vast dry plain in central South Africa is not threatening but exhilarating. It is for us to make it fresh in our lives, moment by moment, wherever we may find ourselves.

The windmill throws its shadow across the earth and the blades spin over the gravel.


Nothing everywhere. 
High overhead 
The call of blue cranes
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MEDITATION

Sit tall on your chair. 
Let your neck soften and lengthen. 
Relax the muscles in your face and pay attention. 
As you see these words, let them speak to you naturally. 
Don’t try to understand them or remember them – they are just words.

 


Letters and spaces. Black letters on white paper. 
See the letters. See the spaces.

 


This simple natural attention is called meditation. You and the words connecting. 
You and the chair connecting. You and your body. 
Everything belonging together, all of a piece. 
Special only in that you are not used to it.

 


This is the truth of your life right now. Live it fully and nothing is lacking.

 


Take a deep breath and let it out. Let the next breath in.

 


Feel the touch of the book in your fingers, the weight of it, the smoothness of it. 
No need to think about it, just let it happen.

 


And now you can turn the page.



One day Joju asked Zen master Nansen, ‘What is the true way?’

Nansen replied, ‘Everyday mind is the true way.’

Zen doesn’t do much in the way of preaching. Most of its insights are given in stories. This is a very famous Zen teaching, presented as a conversation between a monk and his teacher. So what is your everyday mind? Everyday mind is what happens when you give yourself completely to whatever you are doing. It is you when you have given yourself away – when you stop thinking and just do it.

The sheep dog barks at the baboon, the men on the stoep throw back their heads and laugh.
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Last summer I was down at the windmill near the Oorlogspoort road, wrapping a tube round a leaky pipe and tying it with wire. Oom Andries stops by in his truck and we talk about the new manager at the co-op with his ginger moustache. ‘I used to do that kind of work just like you,’ he says, ‘but not any more. Now I’m rich enough to pay someone else to do it so I just drive up and down the road looking for somebody to speak to. And when I meet that somebody all I’ve got to talk about now is money. Just money and things. And what can you say about money anyway? It comes and it goes, like everything it comes and it goes. And if you’re lucky for a while the pipe going into the dam will be bigger than the pipe going out.’

Oom Andries really didn’t care that much about his money, either. ‘There’s only one thing I want now,’ he said. ‘I want to be buried in the shade of that old cypress tree near the prickly pears. It’s such a beautiful tree and it took so long to grow.’
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In the Zen tradition, meditation retreats are held a few times a year. They give students a chance to refresh their lives and to rediscover what is truly important for them. Usually, the retreat is led by a teacher and conducted in silence and each day is divided into periods of meditation, chanting, work and interviews with the teacher.

Zen master Su Bong used to come from South Korea each year to lead a Zen retreat at the farm. Actually, Su Bong was not Korean himself but Chinese-Hawaiian, a strong man with a big laugh and tattoos down his left arm; before he became a monk he had been a carpenter, a surfer, a married father of two sons and a general rumpus-raiser. ‘Here’s a place I’d stop being a monk for,’ he said when he first came to Poplar Grove. ‘Any day you want me here you just call.’ But he died of a heart attack so now it’s too late and we made him a corner in the garden instead.

Su Bong always stopped off in town before coming out to the farm so that he could buy tinned fish and cigarettes as a gift. Sometimes during a retreat we’d go looking for him and find him standing up at Tongo’s house, smoking with the men after work and drinking coffee out of tin mugs. ‘What’s with this country?’ he said once. ‘If you can make coffee as good as this then you can choose your own government.’ That was before Mandela was released from jail. Su Bong never came back after the first democratic election but the men still speak of him when they go to vote.


Today it is hot long before sunrise. Hot even under the thin sheet on the bed, the sheet that is faded and ripped from being hung too often on the fence behind the dog kennels. Too hot for coffee.

I walk beneath the windmill, hold my hat under the outflow pipe and put it back on my head. The wetness seeps over my ears into my neck, curling into the hollow at my throat.
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Evening –

The meerkats catch the last of the sun 
The geese fly home to the grove. 
Margie and I sit on the stoep 
And watch the day melt away
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As a South African, a white South African, I need to talk about race. I really don’t want to but I must. For it is race that has defined our lives here in every detail. It has been used to divide us, the awful bedrock of government policy and social attitudes. It has poisoned our blood. How I deal with this is as important to me as breathing. If Zen doesn’t help me with this then what use is it in my life?

There is an old Zen saying that mountains are mountains, then mountains are no longer mountains, then they are mountains again.

Mountains are mountains is the world of attachment, where difference rules. I am a man, you are a woman; I am right, you are wrong. This is the world of fear, prejudice and political correctness. Black is black, white is white.

Mountains are no longer mountains is where the differences fall away. When the conductor raises his baton and the orchestra waits; at that moment there is no sense of black or white, Xhosa or Sotho, man or woman – there is only the waiting. Thandi tells Margie a joke and they laugh until they cry. This is the world of oneness, the world of completeness. No white no black.

But nothing stays as it is. The orchestra must play and the baton comes down. We can’t attach anywhere. We see the differences for what they are, we see how we can go beyond them into the world of completeness – not as a theory or an aspiration but in our very own experience. And when we see all this for ourselves we can move freely between those worlds. Black is black and white is white again – but this time without sticking, lightly – because it’s not race itself that is the problem but how we look at it. This is very simple but it is not always easy. So we try, try and try again as long as we live.

Margie can’t speak Xhosa; Zompie can’t speak English. But when the little boy runs up to her she picks him up and swings him in the air like her own son.


A monk asked Zen master Joju, ‘What is the meaning of this world?’

Joju answered, ‘The cypress tree.’

This sounds like nonsense but actually we can see here that Joju is a great Zen master. The monk is stuck in his thinking and wants an answer to his question. Joju, in his kindness, takes the monk’s question and gives it a concrete answer. This is very important – to return to our direct experience in this very moment. Right here is the place where our questions and our incompleteness fall away. Right here is where we find the real answer, the true meaning of our world. When Joju is in his garden, he’s in his garden 100 per cent and the whole of his life is there – what does he see in front of him? The cypress tree. So where are you right now? Open your eyes and see for yourself.

At sunrise Dirk rests his forehead against the cow’s side and the milk sings into the bucket.
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In Zen master Su Bong’s last retreat at Poplar Grove, Margie was having difficulty getting to the meditations because one of the girls was sick. ‘Don’t worry about meditating,’ Su Bong tells her. ‘Just be with your children and they will show you the way.’ That night, Margie went in to say good night to the children and found them in bed on each side of the Zen monk, all three of them fast asleep. Dr Seuss’s ABC rose and fell on Su Bong’s stomach as he breathed. A is for love.



The Buddha tells me to love the flies of the earth.

But the truth is this –

When they mate on my bald head and climb up my nostrils I fetch the fly swatter and get ready to kill.

Fly Samurai.

I just never got to hit one yet
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Today is 16 December, one of the new public holidays. It’s called the Day of Reconciliation. All over the country political parties are holding rallies. Afrikaners and Africans are singing old songs, unsure what to put aside and what to hold on to.

Reconciliation is an inspiring idea but if it is only an idea it will eat you up. True reconciliation is beyond right and wrong, beyond romance, beyond revenge. When you can wave goodbye to your fears and hopes and be fully present with the person in front of you – whoever that may be – only then can we talk of reconciliation.

In this country we have astonishing role models for this, both famous and unknown, so we must keep our eyes open. From the outside it sometimes looks difficult – impossible, even – but when it does happen there is no question of easy or difficult – it just fills our lives to the top. It needs attention, it needs courage and it needs sincerity – but at the end of the day it just needs doing and then things are very clear. After all, what other option do we have?

President Mandela flies to Orania to drink tea with Mrs Verwoerd, old minister Vlok washes the feet of the Reverend Chikane. The stockman finds his wife crying behind the house and makes her laugh.
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I was stopped one evening on the road home between Kimberley and Modder River by a solitary traffic cop. He wanted to see my licence. When I showed it to him it was out of date and he gave me a fine. ‘Damn it,’ I said, ‘that’s really stupid of me. But thank you for keeping us safe out here and look after yourself.’ When I drove off, I looked in my rear-view mirror. He was dancing in the road.
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Outside the sky is pale and flat, 
I take off my hat and the sun burns my head. 
Inside the house it is dark and cool



An old Chinese poem says, ‘If like and dislike stick in your mind, heaven and earth are far apart.’

What does this mean?

On the radio in the morning a choir sings the national anthem.

Some listeners phone in to say it is beautiful, others say it is boring. What do you say? In a world beyond like and dislike everything is just as it is. ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika.’
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One afternoon I am on the road home, enjoying the smooth dirt road that runs from Colesberg to the farm. The sun is setting behind me and lighting up the veld. Then I see Margie’s bakkie racing from the opposite direction, spraying dust behind her like a parachute. We stop, wait, roll down our windows; there are men looking over the top of Margie’s cab, holding on to bicycles. ‘Now let me tell about my day,’ she starts. ‘There’s ewes that got sick, the dog was caught in a trap, the cement was hard in the packet, the water pump seized, the telephone line broke and if I don’t do something nice right now I’ll end up with my hands round your neck. These men got off their bikes to help me lift the pipes at the windmill so now I’m taking them to town. When I get home we’ll sit down and have a glass of wine.’

If you follow your situation fully, moment by moment, then this life is not complicated.
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Today is Christmas day. When the girls were small we used to count the sleeps to Christmas day and sing carols around the piano. Sometimes the farm workers from the district would hold their church in the Zendo and after the service we delivered pots of stew to the people living in carts along the Oorlogspoort road. Then the girls started going to church in town so we went with them. Somebody once said to Margie, ‘Oh but you can’t do that. You don’t believe Jesus is the only son of God.’ ‘Happy Christmas,’ said Margie.

Christmas is not an argument. God is born on earth every day – every moment. If you want to see it then you must open your eyes. If you want to open your eyes you must put down your opinions, prejudices and ideas. Then whatever you see is clear and whatever you hear is clear – just as it is. Hendrik sits at the side of the road with his head in his hands; when we stop to pick him up he is singing to himself, ‘Wie kan die esel vergeet, die esel wat die Here gedra het op sy rug?’ – Who can forget the donkey that carried the Lord on his back?


Johan and I are in the woodshed sanding planks when the wind drops. We stop what we are doing and straighten up. Everything waits. The first drops clatter on the roof and then it roars – a wall of sound, thunder lightning rain wind and hail all at the same time. We can’t speak, can’t think, can’t hear anything except the battering so we just stand there with our mouths open. In all directions the veld and koppies are wiped out. Then the storm races on to the east and a great silence wraps around us. The leaves on the vine are shredded. Hailstones lie everywhere, piling up against the western walls. I go inside for a bottle of whiskey. When I come out Johan has taken his clothes off and is rolling on the grass. We fill our glasses with Glenfiddich and hailstones and we toast this astonishing universe.
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SENTIENT BEINGS ARE SUFFERING, WE VOW TO SAVE THEM ALL

 


There are four vows that are recited daily in Zen Buddhist monasteries. Together they are called the vows of the Bodhisattva – the person who lives for others – and this is the first of them.

The Buddha tells us to look life straight in the eye, not to avoid it or wish it away. When we don’t accept the true nature of our existence here then we find ourselves trying to control this tumbling universe to suit us, to make it predictable and safe, dodging the uncomfortable bits and holding on to the pieces we like. Attachment. And we know from our experience that this clinging is futile, that it only leads to frustration and anxiety. This is the kind of suffering that the Buddha talked about, the kind of unnecessary suffering we need to be saved from. Of course there is also the daily round of pain and disappointment to deal with; and this, too, is part of our spiritual practice. The more our hearts are open, the more there is a spontaneous sense of connection with everything we experience – not as a moral duty but as a natural outflow of simply being present.

In practice this vow means to give ourselves away to whoever is in front of us. Not all beings in a general and romantic sort of way, but to each person we meet, one by one, concretely – to my daughter, my dentist or to young Siena whose child has a temperature. So that the person in front of me can walk away feeling worthy and accepted, believing in themselves just a little more. And from this the next step follows quite naturally – Siena puts her baby in the shade and sings it to sleep. It’s also called compassion. Of course this is not only about humans but about everything we relate to – every kitten, tree, plastic bag and meditation cushion. And when we forget to live like this – as we will – well that’s no problem either, we just say OK let’s try again.

And again.

When the dog kills a hedgehog Emma and her little sister cry together; then they wrap the hedgehog in a handkerchief, they say a prayer, and they bury it under the apple tree. Very simple.
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The night hangs. 
Moonlight on stone walls. 
From the darkness a nightjar chugs 
And crickets trill in waves
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End of sample
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