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“The unexamined life is not worth living.”

SOCRATES
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Preface

In 1991 a movie was released called Defending Your Life and star-ring Albert Brooks and Meryl Streep. The story line centered around several characters who died and were transported to a temporary location where a decision was made about their future. The purpose of this place—which was a rather comfortable, almost resort-like city—was to give people who passed through a chance to watch film highlights of their lives. They had a chance to defend their conduct and the choices they made while alive, and subsequently a final decision was made about their future. They might be sent back to earth to “try again” or, if their lives were generally laudable, they would “move on” to some higher form of existence.

What I found most interesting about the film was the idea of stepping back and observing your life. In 1989 I had the opportunity to do just that for the first time, at a center located amidst the rice paddies in rural Japan. It was a Naikan center. The word Naikan means literally looking inside. In the fourteen days I stayed at the  center I spent about fifteen hours per day watching the films of my life run across the screen of my mind’s eye. Prior to this experience I had been to dozens of retreats and spiritual conferences. I had spent at least one week each year on a solo trip in the wilderness to simply be quiet in nature. I had meditated in forests and at Zen monasteries for days and weeks at a time. Yet I had never really stepped back from my life to simply see how I had been living.

The process used at the Naikan center was very structured. I reflected on the relationships with nearly all the key people that had played an influential role in my life. In each case I looked at three aspects of that relationship: What I had received from that person. What I had given to that person. The troubles or difficulties I had caused that person. I sat on Japanese-style cushions and faced a blank wall in order to limit outside distractions. Except for the time it took to eat, sleep, and go to the bathroom, I did little else for two weeks. In some ways I resembled the characters in the movie I have referred to, except that I had the opportunity to do this—fortunately—while I was still alive.

During my time at the Naikan center I had doubts. Why spend time reviewing my past, when there was so much to do now? Why spend time considering the troubles I was causing others when I was already striving so hard to be a good person? Wasn’t Naikan for others who were selfishly and blindly causing suffering to friends, family, and society? Wasn’t it for people who had unresolved issues from their childhood? Wasn’t it for those who had a bad attitude toward life? What was I doing here?

Notwithstanding my persistent questions and doubts, I persevered each day with the review of my personal history, as far back  as I could remember. As the days passed, I began to understand what was attractive and uncomfortable about Naikan. Naikan involved self-examination; that is, we examine our own life, not the actions of others. How often is our attention wasted on judging, criticizing, and correcting others while we neglect the examination and lessons of our own life? While we can never know the actual experience of another, we know our own experience intimately. While we can do little or nothing to control how others treat us, we can do much to control how we treat others. And while we are often powerless to impose our choices on others, we make choices about how we shall live, moment to moment, day to day. Examining one’s own life is profoundly sensible, though not necessarily comfortable.

Naikan was originally developed by a Japanese man named Ishin Yoshimoto (1916-88). It is based on an austere method of self-examination called mishirabe and rooted in some of the ideas and principles of Pure Land Buddhism. This form of Buddhism emphasizes faith rather than effort. And the seeds of such faith are born from an awareness of two facets of one’s life: First, the limitless compassion that is bestowed upon us by life; and second, the inherent self-centeredness that permeates our actions and thoughts.

The source of this compassion is not Buddha or God (though, ultimately, it can be understood that way) but is rather the everyday efforts of others to support and care for us. Through the intense and reality-based examination of our lives, we can develop a natural and profound sense of gratitude for blessings bestowed on us by others. Blessings that were always there but went unnoticed, unappreciated. How could we live without the care of others? Life blossoms before our eyes, or rather the blossoming continues but  we are now aware of it. It is the joy, appreciation, and gratitude that often attract people to Naikan. We see how much we have received from life. We see the countless ways we have been loved and cared for. Despite our failures, life has not failed us. In spite of our mistakes, reality has supported us.

A Naikan retreat can be a profound and life-changing experience for many people. It is a remarkable foundation for understanding and practicing self-reflection. But it must be complemented by a regular, ongoing practice of self-reflection, or the experience and lessons simply fade from consciousness. In this sense Naikan is similar to yoga, meditation, or prayer. The consistent practice is what fertilizes the seeds and allows them to grow.

In this book I hope to introduce you to the basic practice of Naikan self-reflection, to the ideas associated with self-reflection, the underlying issues, and the various ways of incorporating these methods and ideas into your life. I offer you a wide array of vehicles for understanding Naikan—essays, poems, fables, quotes, and actual reports (results) of personal self-reflection (mine and others). As you study this material, be cautious of the apparent simplicity of this method. Naikan seems simple, though it is certainly not easy to do. Naikan appears Japanese, though it is firmly grounded in reality and the fundamental nature of the human condition. It seems superficial, yet it is capable of stripping away layers of our selves and revealing realities previously hidden. It stimulates joy blended with guilt, faith stirred by doubt, and effort uncovered by surrender. As a method of inquiry, it is a creature of contradictions. But contradictions only exist within our minds. Reality is without contradiction.

As you read this book, I hope your innate curiosity and wisdom  help you surmount the limitations of my words and lead you to actually try Naikan. In the first part of the book I have provided a series of exercises for doing this. Step back. Find a space. Quietly reflect on your life. See what can be found and what can be learned. The study of reality is a worthy pursuit. And Naikan is a method of investigation, worthy of investigation.
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Introduction

Sometimes I go out in the woods and just sit. Then I become aware of how noisy it is. Most of that noise comes from inside my head. It’s filled with ideas and plans. There appears to be an endless stream of thoughts, complaints, fears, worries, hopes, and dialogue. A to-do list pops up regularly. “Don’t forget to check the oil in the car.” “Remember to return the library books.” I’m generally not aware of this noise. My life is too busy. It’s so busy that even when my body stops, my mind doesn’t. My mind seems to roll on from momentum. For a while.

After a while it begins to quiet down. Then I start to hear real noise, noise from the world around me. The sounds of the chickadees talking to each other. The screech of a blue jay overhead. The clicking of a flitting hummingbird defending its territory. I notice the blossoms of a new columbine and the emptied acorn shells piled next to a rugged oak. Such sounds and sights are music. They are real. They are happening right now.

As I listen to the conversation of a red squirrel in the maple tree across from me, I notice how the rest of the music fades into the background. Even the maple itself, looming in front of me, showing off its new line of fall colors, goes unnoticed while my mind is engaged in squirrel talk. My sweater also goes unnoticed. It’s been keeping me warm on this crisp morning. My glasses go unnoticed. They reveal sharp lines to the edges of leaves and allow me to see the alternating stripes on a chipmunk’s back. As I notice, I learn about noticing and not noticing. I learn about attention.

Learning about attention has been an adventure for me, one full of surprises. I was surprised by the endless chatter of my mind. I was surprised by how often my attention is on myself, my feelings, thoughts, and ideas, rather than the world around me. I was surprised at how my attention shaped, actually became, my experience. But nothing was more surprising, truly shocking, than when I began to notice what I hadn’t noticed. My early teachers were fallen trees.




Obstacles along the Way 

On a sunny Sunday morning in April, I set out along a trail toward a magnificent promontory from which endless miles of Blue Ridge mountaintops could be viewed. The trail was rocky and ran along a creek, winding through a dense forest of pine, hemlock, and maple. Winter storms had strewn many trees and limbs across my path, creating unexpected detours.

After nearly three hours of effort I reached my destination. The view surpassed my expectations, and a cool breeze swept up the  valley walls. As I enjoyed the view I recalled the difficulty involved in making my way past all of the fallen timber on the way up. One section of trail had resembled the hurdles event in the Olympics. At another junction stood a tree with its double trunk requiring a skillful slither above one trunk and below the other. How much easier my climb would have been had the fallen timber been cut away with a chain saw, leaving a pleasant, unobstructed path from beginning to end.

At that moment I vaguely recalled that some timber had, in fact, been cut away to clear the path. I remembered a few places in which a section of the trunk had been surgically removed, leaving the bottom and top of the tree resting unobtrusively on either side of the trail. How interesting that I could so clearly remember trees that blocked my way, but only with the greatest effort could I recall that there were obstacles that had been removed.

As I made my descent I noticed quite a few of these cut trees and decided to do some research. For a fifteen-minute period I counted both the trees that obstructed the path as well as those that had been cut to clear the way. The former were easy to count because they were in my way. If I didn’t pay attention to them I’d trip over them. Noticing the latter, however, required additional concentration. I had to scan the borders of the trail for the cut ends of the logs. At the end of the sample period I counted forty-two obstacles. However, forty-seven trees had been cut to make the path easier! The reality was that during my ascent there were more trees cleared than left blocking the path. Yet it was the obstacles that dominated my memory of the experience.

For many of us, this hike resembles our lives. We notice the  obstacles because we have to get around them to proceed. But what if we go through life only noticing obstacles, problems, and difficulties? Shouldn’t we expect our experience to be one of anger, hurt, disappointment, and anxiety? What about the support, care, and kindness we receive each day? Through such awareness, we discover the invisible gifts of life. Trees that have been cleared magically reappear as kindness.




Self-Reflection 

Those trees taught me about attention and self-reflection. They taught me how important it is to see life more accurately and precisely. I learned the significance of taking time to step back from myself and reflect on what I had noticed and had not noticed. If my response to the upward path was so skewed, what about my perspective for the past decades of my existence? What else had I missed? I was busy. I had things to do. Time for quiet, self-reflection seemed like a luxury. Yet I had a sense that my life was at stake. It was.

I was fortunate to discover a method of self-reflection that was developed in Japan. The concept of self-reflection is one that is endorsed by nearly everyone: religious leaders, therapists, educators, scientists, and others. Most people would say that self-reflection is a good idea, just as most people support the good ideas of love, peace, justice, and healthy living. But it is in method and practice that ideas become realities, and it is here that we must define and evaluate self-reflection. How do you actually reflect on yourself? What is the best method for examining your life?

The practice of self-reflection goes back many centuries and is rooted in the world’s great spiritual traditions. Early adherents of such practice included the Christian desert hermits and Japanese samurai. More contemporary proponents include Albert Schweitzer, Benjamin Franklin, and Bishop Fulton J. Sheen. Franklin, in particular, had a rather comprehensive and systematic approach to self-reflection. He developed a list of thirteen virtues, and each day he would evaluate his conduct relative to a particular virtue. Daily self-reflection was a fundamental aspect of Franklin’s life.

The type of self-reflection I am discussing involves certain basic characteristics. First, there is the requirement of time set aside exclusively for the purpose of self-reflection. Second, use of a space, preferably with some degree of isolation that limits external distraction. And third, the application of questions or a structure that helps us examine our lives with an emphasis on our conduct in relation to other people, creatures, and objects. A sincere examination of ourselves is not an easy task. It requires attention to what has not been attended to. It involves a willingness to squarely face our mistakes, failures, and weaknesses. It requires us to acknowledge our transgressions and actions that have caused difficulty to others. The fourth step of the Alcoholics Anonymous twelve-step program asks us to make a searching and fearless moral inventory. Albert Schweitzer’s suggestion was to “make a secret account of what you have neglected in thoughtlessness or in meanness in consideration of some other person’s existence.” Such self-reflection leaves little room for blaming others or complaining about how we have been treated. Instead we are stripped naked of our excuses,  rationalizations, and self-justification, leaving us to view our life as we have lived it. There is great power in reality as it is.

As human beings we possess the heartfelt desire to know ourselves and find meaning in our lives. And we have the capacity to do so. We may be the only creatures in the universe who can reflect on ourselves. We can observe our own thoughts and feelings and recall the actions and events of the past as if observing ourselves in a mirror. This capacity for self-reflection holds the key to our freedom while, at the same time, emerging from the roots of our own suffering.

Yet it is our suffering that awakens our desire for truth. It nudges, pricks, and pokes us with difficult questions and discontent. We can no longer be pacified by the accumulation of more “stuff.” We become exhausted by a mind that constantly complains, criticizes, and judges others. Our dissatisfaction with ourselves and our lives spawns a sincere examination of that life.

So please join me on a journey of attention and self-reflection. Let’s examine reality in a cup of tea. Let’s study attention using our attention. Let’s explore freshness in a candy wrapper and discover who taught us the ancient ritual of tying our shoes. Let’s watch the film of our life to see how we have lived and how life lives through us. On this journey we’ll destroy false myths, do battle with ego-centered dragons, get snared in traps of pride, and get stuck in the quicksand of selfishness. Yet even as we travel, our courage and effort are gifts, and the limited faith we have in ourselves is replaced by greater faith in life itself.





What Is Naikan?

Naikan is a Japanese word that means “looking inside,” though a more poetic translation might be “seeing oneself with the mind’s eye.” It is a structured method of self-reflection that helps us to understand ourselves, our relationships, and the fundamental nature of human existence. Naikan was developed in Japan in the 1940s by Ishin Yoshimoto, a devout Buddhist of the Pure Land sect (Jodo Shinshu). His strong religious spirit led him to practice mishirabe, an arduous and difficult method of meditation and self-reflection. Wishing to make such introspection available to others, he developed Naikan as a method that could be more widely practiced.

“You are fooled by your mind into believing there is tomorrow, so you may waste today.”

ISHIN YOSHIMOTO



Naikan’s profound impact resulted in its use in other areas of Japanese society. Today, there are about forty Naikan centers in Japan, and Naikan is used in mental health counseling, addiction treatment, rehabilitation of prisoners, schools, and business. It has also taken root in Europe, with Naikan centers now established in Austria and Germany. In contrast to Japan, Naikan is relatively unknown in North America. David K. Reynolds, Ph.D., introduced Naikan to North America in the 1970s and later incorporated its framework into Constructive Living, an educational model that also includes elements of Morita Therapy. Reynolds was the first to write extensively about Naikan in English. Naikan programs and retreats have been offered regularly in the United States since 1989 by the TõDõ Institute. But with the exception of a small number of adventurous Westerners who have wandered to Japan to study Naikan, or who have attended programs in North America and Europe, few Westerners have experienced and explored this Japanese practice of self-reflection.

Naikan broadens our view of reality. It’s as if, standing on top of a mountain, we shift from a zoom lens to a wide-angle lens. Now we can appreciate the broader panorama; our former perspective is still included, but it is now accompanied by much that had been hidden. And what was hidden makes the view extraordinary.




The Three Questions 

Naikan reflection is based on three questions:What have I received from ____?  
What have I given to ____?  
What troubles and difficulties have I caused ____?





These questions provide a foundation for reflecting on all relationships, including those with parents, friends, teachers, siblings, work associates, children, and partners. You can reflect on yourself in relation to pets, or even objects such as cars and pianos. You can reflect on a specific period of time, one day or a holiday visit to your family. In each case, you acquire a more realistic view of your conduct and the give-and-take that has occurred in the relationship.

The questions themselves seem rather simple. They are. The depth of experience, insight, and realization that can come from the practice of self-reflection is not a result of intellectual analysis or complex theories. Our challenge is to just see reality as it is. These questions are simple inquiries for our investigation of life’s mysteries and miracles.


The Journey Begins: The Care and Support You Received 

Let’s begin our inquiry with the first question: What have I received from ____?

In examining your relationship with another, begin by looking at what you have received from that person. My wife made me fresh-squeezed orange juice this morning. She washed my breakfast dishes. She gave me the watch I’m wearing. These are all simple, clear descriptions of reality. Her attitude or motivation does not change the fact that I benefited from her effort. Often we take such things for granted. We hurry through our day giving little attention to all the “little” things we are receiving. But are these things really  little? They only seem so because, while we are being supported, our attention is elsewhere. But when there is no hot water for a shower or we lose our glasses, these little things grab our attention. Suddenly we are conscious of the true value of hot water and clear vision.

As you list what you have received from another person, you become grounded in the simple reality of how you have been supported and cared for. In many cases you may be surprised at the length or importance of the items on your list, and a deeper sense of gratitude and appreciation may be naturally stimulated. Your heart and mind begin to open to the grace that underlies all life. Without a conscious shift of attention to the myriad ways in which the world supports us, we risk our attention being trapped by problems and obstacles, leaving us to linger in suffering and self-pity.

So please take a few minutes now and begin making a list of what you have received during the past twenty-four hours. This type of daily reflection is called daily Naikan (nichijo naikan in Japanese). You are not limited to examining your relationship to one person, but can include anyone who supported you during the past day. Be specific and write down as many items as you can remember. What kind of food did you eat? Where did you go this past day? How did others support you? Did someone open a door? Did someone wash your dishes or was there hot water and soap available to you while washing dishes? What made it possible for you to brush your teeth or drive a car? Take ten minutes and make as thorough a list as possible. When you are done, please continue to the second question.


The Journey Continues: Your Contributions to Others 

We now take a look at the second question: What have I given to  ____?

Ishin Yoshimoto was a businessman. Each month he would send statements to his customers and receive similar statements from suppliers. These statements specified the products that were sent and the amount of money received. We receive a similar statement from the bank regarding our checking account. This tells us, to the penny, the balance in our account. Yoshimoto believed it was useful for human beings to conduct a similar examination of their “life balance.” When you have examined, in detail, what you have given and received, you can determine this balance. You can compare your giving (credits) and taking (debits) in relation to a single person or between you and the rest of the world. You can examine a period of time ranging from a day to a decade.

This process is both a practical and spiritual reconciliation of our relationships with others. Does the world owe me or do I owe the world? Am I in debt to my mother or is she in debt to me? We often live our life as if the world owes us. “Why didn’t I get that raise?” “Why is the pizza so late?” “How come I don’t get more appreciation from my boss?” We resent it when people do not fulfill our expectations, living as if we deserve whatever we want. When people do support us, we often take their efforts for granted, living as if we were entitled to such efforts. As we reflect on our life we begin to see the reality of our life. What is more appropriate: to go through life with the mission of collecting what is owed us, or to go through life trying to repay our debt to others? Suppose I discover that I am the one who is in debt to the world. Such a realization  kindles a natural desire to give and serve others and instills in me a greater sense of gratitude and realistic humility.

So please take another ten minutes and make a list of what you have given to others during the past twenty-four hours. Perhaps you gave someone a ride or prepared their dinner. Perhaps you sent a birthday card to a friend or picked up some litter on the street. Once again, be concrete and specific. Try to avoid generalizations like, “I was helpful” or “I was very supportive.” What did you actually do for others?


The Final Question: The Troubles and Difficulties You Have Caused 

Now you have a preliminary picture of your life for the past twenty-four hours. You have done some important research. Let’s look at your lists. Have you been consistent? If you indicated that you gave a smile or thank-you to someone, have you also listed all the smiles and thank-yous you received from others? Have you been as accurate as possible? If you cooked someone a meal, have you also noted what you had to receive (for example, groceries, utensils, an oven, a recipe book) in order to cook for others? Take a few minutes and modify your lists, if necessary, so they more accurately reflect the reality of this past day.

The third and final question is the most difficult of all: What troubles or difficulties have I caused ?____

Mostly we are aware of how other people cause us inconvenience or difficulty. Perhaps somebody cuts us off in traffic, or maybe the person in front of us at the post office has a lot of packages and we are kept waiting. We notice such incidents with great  proficiency. But when we are the source of the trouble or inconvenience, we often don’t notice it at all. Or if we do, we think, “it was an accident” or “I didn’t mean it.” Perhaps we simply dismiss it as “not such a big deal.” But this question is truly important. Yoshimoto suggested that when we reflect on ourselves, we spend at least 60 percent of the time considering how we have caused others trouble. His words are echoed by the lives of Franklin, Schweitzer, and St. Augustine. If we are not willing to see and accept those events in which we have been the source of others’ suffering, then we cannot truly know ourselves or the grace by which we live.

Now please take another ten minutes and make a list of the troubles and difficulties you have caused others in the past twenty-four hours. Did you criticize someone? Did you leave dishes in the sink for someone else to wash? Did you keep someone waiting for a response to a letter or telephone call? Were you late for an appointment? Once again, please be specific.




Reflecting on Reflections 

You have now completed your first research project; you have examined a small slice of your life (one day) in an attempt to see reality as clearly as possible. What can you learn from your research? Review your lists carefully. What are you aware of that you weren’t aware of before? What have you taken for granted? What do you need to do and what do you need to do differently? This type of daily reflection, or daily Naikan, can been done before bedtime in twenty to thirty minutes. It is the simplest method of Naikan reflection. Throughout this book you will find many others.  Each exercise will give you an opportunity to examine a different aspect of your life—a different time period, relationship, or facet of your conduct.

We think we know our own life, but what we know is only an edited version, colored by our emotions and narrow vision. How close can we come to the original draft? Staring at truth, the soil is warmed, and we begin digging toward the sky.

AN EXAMPLE OF DAILY NAIKAN

A Day of Reflection

What Did I Receive?

1. My father bought a newspaper that I read.
2. Linda made me a fruit salad for breakfast.
3. The post office staff sorted my mail and put it in my box.
4. A toothbrush and toothpaste for brushing my teeth.
5. I wore a sweater that was a gift from my brother last Christmas.
6. The car, which took me to town and the airport safely.
7. The use of a pair of boots, a gift from Marilyn several years ago.
8. Linda washed the dinner dishes.
9. Eyeglasses, which allowed me to see more clearly.
10. Lines on the highway, which helped me (and others) to stay in the proper lanes and avoid accidents.
11. My father made me a cup of coffee.
12. My watch (an earlier gift from my wife) told me the time many times during the day.
13. Use of a meditation cushion made by Mrs. Tsuji.
14. Heat from oil and the furnace.
15. Fragrance and light from a candle (a gift from Mike Hall).
16. Use of the telephone lines and telephone service from the telephone company.
17. Barbara prepared book orders for mailing.
18. A deposit receipt from the bank.
19. A parking space in front of the municipal building.
20. A towel, soap, water, and a shower for showering.
21. Linda made the bed in the morning.
22. A pair of socks, which kept my feet warm during the day.
23. An axe to help me chop wood.
24. Use of a toilet for disposing of personal waste products.
25. A brush for brushing my hair.
26. Electricity provided me with light so I could work and read.
27. Chili, water, and a muffin from the staff at a local restaurant.
What Did I Give?

1. I walked and fed Rocky (our dog).
2. I drove my dad to the airport.
3. I watered two houseplants.
4. I massaged Linda’s shoulders.
5. I gave $1.50 to the parking lot attendant.
6. I gave some fresh fruit to Linda to take to work.
7. I opened the door at the restaurant for a woman.
8. I took books to the post office for mailing to others.
9. I fed the birds.
10. I cleaned the bathroom.
11. I made Barbara a cup of tea.
What Troubles and Difficulties Did I Cause?

1. Two people called while I was out and had to talk to the answering machine.
2. I made a comment to my dad about the weather and airplanes that caused him some anxiety.
3. I talked about someone in a disrespectful way.
4. I put wear and tear on the car and tires by driving over one hundred miles (also on the roads).
5. I had several letters and two phone calls that remained unanswered.
6. I frightened a squirrel on the driveway when I was driving.
7. I continued to look at the newspaper while my father was talking to me.
8. While I tried to find the correct change at the airport parking lot, I kept several cars behind me waiting.
9. I wasted about one-eighth cup of coffee.
10. I displaced a community of ants by chopping a section of wood in which they had been living.
11. I forgot to turn the heat down when leaving the house and wasted fuel.
12. On two occasions I didn’t turn my high beams down when an oncoming car was approaching.






Gratitude and the Practice of Attention and Reflection in Everyday Life

It is rare to meet a person whose life is full of gratitude. Even though the course of a single day may bring innumerable blessings to us, the few moments of genuine gratitude we experience are often overshadowed by our complaints, disappointments, sorrow, and frustration. We may not truly appreciate what we have until it is gone. And having lost the opportunity to be grateful, we simply find a new opportunity to be disappointed.

Gratitude requires attention and reflection. If we don’t pay attention, the countless and constant ways we are supported go unnoticed. If we don’t reflect, we fail to acquire the wisdom that comes with perspective.

“If the only prayer you say your entire life is ‘Thank you,’ that would suffice.”

MEISTER ECKHART



The following essays may provide some insight into the experience of gratitude (and ingratitude). Included in this chapter are seven exercises that will help you go beyond the written words and work with these ideas in your own life. They ask that you pay attention and take time to reflect. When we begin to attend and reflect, ideas move from our head directly into our lives, and seeds of change are planted in the gardens of our experience.




Unwrapping Life’s Gifts 

I had dinner with Cathy in New York recently. Cathy is an attractive woman in her late fifties whom I have known for many years. During the course of our dinner Cathy proceeded to report on each of the key people in her life and describe how they were not meeting her needs and expectations. One of her good friends had failed to invite her to dinner, even though some other mutual friends had been invited. Her daughter and son-in-law did not allow her to spend enough time with her newborn grandchild. Her business partner was not attending to his work properly. Her husband had lost interest in making love to her. Her son had not sent her a birthday card. There were several others who fell short of her expectations. As she reported her stories I could see how much she was suffering. Just talking about all the people in her life this way resulted in an experience of suffering. I doubt that she even noticed what she was eating and who was serving it.

“We pray for our daily bread; bread gives us the strength to do so.”

R. H. BLYTH



Cathy has an idea of what the  ideal friend would do, say, feel, think, and give. She has a similar image of the ideal son, daughter, husband, colleague, waiter, grocery clerk, and auto repair person. Each day she searches for her image of the ideal. Each day she experiences reality. Each day she focuses her attention on how reality fails to meet her image of the ideal. She has mastered the recipe for depression and disappointment. She has discovered a guaranteed formula for suffering. Over the years she has trained her mind to focus on the gap between her ideal of the world and her reality. Her mind has graduated with honors. It operates this way with less effort than it takes Cathy to brush her teeth. So Cathy suffers as each day brings her more disillusionment. With every story she reaches out for sympathy. But the sympathy others offer her pales in comparison with her ideal of the sympathy she wants.

How often have our minds played this same game? How often have we sunk into disappointment and resentment because others fell short of our ideals? We occupy a moment in time and a few cubic feet in space in a universe both timeless and without boundaries. And yet we believe that the universe should conform to our ideals. Can we be so arrogant as to think that such a cosmic speck is capable of knowing what is truly ideal?

As long as we hold fast to our ideal of what we deserve from the world we blind ourselves to the gifts we are receiving. We look back on our childhood and notice what could have been done for us and given to us that, we think, would have made us happier. The gap between our reality and our ideal of what it should have been like attracts our attention like a magnet. But to focus on this gap is to miss most of reality. We miss the countless moments when we  were perfectly cared for and attended to. We trade the reality of how we were loved for the illusion that we should have been loved more and better. It’s an unworthy exchange that leads us to spiritual and emotional bankruptcy.

When I narrow my vision to search for an ideal that my mind has created, life seldom complies. But when I broaden my vision to simply notice what life is offering, I find that I am surrounded by an abundance of care and support. Yet, we can repeatedly observe the mechanics of a mind that is rarely satisfied with what it has at the moment because it is always yearning for some manufactured ideal. We can witness eyes that scan reality for what they want, failing to see what they are being offered. Such awareness is the first step in retraining ourselves to truly open to the gifts the universe is offering to us.

Have you ever seen a young child who has a single, rigid idea of what he wants for Christmas? On Christmas morning he rapidly unwraps all his gifts, looking for the single gift his mind has targeted. In the absence of this item he cries, sulks, and pouts as he walks away from the Christmas tree in disappointment. In his wake he leaves all of his presents, abandoned and unappreciated. How often does this pouting, spoiled child surface in our own daily encounters with life? How many gifts have we left lying under the Christmas trees of our past? How many presents remain unwrapped because we have failed to even notice their presence?

Take a moment, Cathy, to reclaim your gifts and abandon your ideal images. You have it backward. Open your eyes and see how many gifts there are to unwrap. Notice the presence of your presents. It’s not your life that is disappointing: it’s your mind.


Exercise #1 

Spend an hour reflecting on the past year of your life. What are the most important things you’ve received this past year? Who made these gifts possible?

• Did you have some form of transportation? Who made this possible?
• Did you have a roof over your apartment or house? Who made this possible?
• Did you receive any medical or dental treatment? Who made this possible?
• Did you receive any new or used clothing? Who made this possible?
• Did you receive information or entertainment from television, newspapers, movies, etc.?

See how many items you can list, and for each item list some of the people involved in making it possible. As you list these items, consider what your life would have been like without them. At the end of the hour, carefully review your list and reflect on the nature of your life this past year.




You Saved My Life 

Suppose you are on a boat and there is an accident. You find yourself struggling to stay above the icy, rough sea as wave after wave pushes you under. Suddenly a lifeboat appears next to you and an older woman helps you into the boat. What would your attitude be toward this woman? How would you feel about her? What would you say to her? What would you do for her when you were safely  back on shore? Could you ever do enough to repay her for saving your life?

Your life is being saved at this very moment. Each moment. Each breath. You may not notice it, yet ten, twenty, or thirty times a minute your life is saved by the life-giving air that you are breathing. Take a deep breath. Notice the air going deep into your lungs. Your body takes what it needs to survive. Once again, your life is saved. What is your attitude toward air? What have you done for air lately? Could you ever do enough to repay it for giving you life? What trouble have you caused the air that continually saves your life?

Sometimes I have an opportunity to swim in a pond on a hot summer day. I swim the length of the pond underwater, not coming up for air until I reach the other side. By the time I have finished my breathless lap, I am desperate for the air I have denied myself. As my head anxiously breaks the water’s surface, I gasp for a deep drink of life-saving air. How wonderful it feels to take in air again, to feel it rushing into my lungs and have it carried to my limbs. Again I breathe. And again. My body relaxes as blood rushes through my arteries with express deliveries of oxygen wherever it is needed.

“Every day is a good day.”

UMMON



But what if I came up for a passionate gasp of air and there was no air available? The deepest, most desperate breath would be in vain. How long before I would die? But of course that has never happened. Whether I was kind or selfish that day, whether I spoke gently or abruptly, whether I treated others lovingly or cruelly, the air was always there to greet me and save my life. I  depend on it and it has proven itself dependable. Its dependability nourishes faith and trust. Thank you, air.

But it isn’t only air that saved my life today. Water also deserves this recognition. Most of my body consists of water, which is constantly replenished by food and drink. And my heart keeps beating without rest. Even when I take a coffee break, my heart does not. And my lungs and every essential organ in my body work together in ways I don’t even understand so I can breathe and speak and urinate. And then there’s heat. And sunlight.

I slept fairly well last night, even though I didn’t try to sleep well. When I try to sleep well I usually don’t sleep well at all. It seems more accurate, more realistic, to consider a good night’s sleep a gift. Thank you, water. Thank you, lungs. Thank you, sleep. Thank you, bed.

I am truly humbled when I realize that living beings died today so that I might continue to live. Today a potato, a tomato, some wheat, lettuce, rice, a banana, and blueberries lost their lives for my sake. Some of this food died on farms hundreds of miles away. But I must admit that I killed the tomato myself. I kidnapped it from its mother tomato bush. It had little time to say its final good-byes as it left the plant that nurtured and carried its weight ever since it was born. We had a quiet stroll from garden to kitchen. Then I sliced it up and ate it in a bowl full of lettuce. It is now me. Together, we’ll plant tomato seeds next spring. Thank you, tomato. I’m sorry, tomato. I owe you my life, our life.

Autumn arrives and blushing tomatoes have been replaced by apples. Still, I miss the tomatoes. There is something about deprivation that wakes us up to appreciation. Even words are appreciated  more when they are not available. During a day of silence at our residential training program, we continue to go about our daily business. We cook, clean, and go to the supermarket, but without speaking. Since we aren’t speaking, we write notes or try to communicate nonverbally. This requires a great deal of time and effort. Even ordering a loaf of rye bread at the local bakery becomes complicated and confusing. I realize how much easier my life is because I have been given the gift of speech. If you’ve been to a non-English-speaking country you know how difficult it can be to conduct your daily affairs without words. Thank you, speech. Thank you, words. Thanks to my parents and all my teachers who taught me how to speak English. Speech is a remarkable gift.

And yet, silence is also a gift. The absence of talk creates an atmosphere in which I notice sounds that often go unnoticed. I hear the chickadees singing in the yard. I hear the wind wrestling with the TV antenna on the roof. I hear the footsteps of people walking and water rushing from a faucet. It is not just that the quiet brings these sounds to life; it is that my mind no longer feels pressured to speak in response to the activity around me. I realize how much I miss as I am formulating a response in my mind. Not speaking helps us notice the gift of words. Silence helps us notice the songs of birds. Swimming helps us notice the gift of breath. Fasting helps us appreciate the nourishment and value of food. Separation from the people we love helps us notice the blessings of their companionship.

Deprivation can stimulate appreciation. Such experiences remind us how difficult life would be in the absence of reality’s gifts. Yet how much better it is to appreciate what we have at the  very moment it is here. Why wait till these gifts are gone? Why reminisce over pleasant memories rather than appreciating what we have now, before it becomes a memory? Of course, we know this intellectually. But our intellect is powerless to guide us to real gratitude and appreciation. The practice of attention and reflection allows us to begin this journey.


Exercise #2 

For the next week, spend thirty minutes each night before bedtime doing daily Naikan reflection as described on page 31. Make a list in response to each of the three questions:What did I receive from others today? (10 minutes)

What did I give to others today? (10 minutes)

What troubles and difficulties did I cause others today? (10  minutes)





Be specific and don’t leave out the little things (hint: there are no little things).

At the end of the week review your daily lists and write a thank-you note to one person for something specific that that person did for you or gave to you.




Ordering a Pizza 

Many of us, at one time or another, have ordered a pizza and had it delivered to our home. Let’s do some detective work and try to trace its origins. Perhaps, while we’re at it, we can learn something about the art of awareness.

We begin by picking up a plastic object called a telephone and dialing seven one-digit numbers. Even that is easier than it used to be because many people now have Touch-Tone phones rather than dial phones. And if we have automatic dialing, it may take only one little push of the finger before we’re in touch with the restaurant.

In less than an hour there is a delivery person knocking at the door with a pizza. How did that happen? Well, this person took the pizza from the restaurant to the car and drove all the way to our home to bring us our pizza. He went out of his way to find our house or apartment, perhaps in the dark. Fortunately, someone made a map of our neighborhood. He had to risk his life driving a car in traffic. People are killed every day driving cars. Delivery people are robbed delivering pizzas. He risked his life and welfare so we could have a pizza.

Of course, someone made and baked the pizza. And others assembled, sold, and maintained the delivery car. Someone constructed the ovens so the pizza could be baked. Electricity was needed to operate the ovens. People built the pizza restaurant. Someone paid for the advertising so we could look up the phone number in the telephone directory. Or perhaps we called directory assistance and received help from some stranger who was willing to give us the correct phone number. An entire telecommunications system allowed us to call and say, “What’s the phone number of the Pizza Place?”

“It is the familiar that usually eludes us in life. What is before our nose is what we see last.”

WILLIAM BARRETT



What about the ingredients themselves? Where did the crust come from? How is cheese produced? What  about tomato sauce? What’s involved in getting sauce to the restaurant from a tiny tomato seed somewhere on a farm? Ingredients came from all over the country, maybe even the world. Plants were nourished by sun and rain and harvested by farmers and delivered by truck drivers. Factories were built to package the ingredients. Cans were made to preserve their contents.

Roads, trucks, cars, factories, phone lines, plants, dirt, sun and rain, cows—all and more were made use of—so we can open the door and find a pizza ready to eat. And it’s hot. Someone even put it in a box for us. Part of a tree sacrificed its life so we could get our pizza in a box. The history of an entire universe is revealed by a cardboard box. Close your eyes and read it.

Then we sit down and eat, and it’s pretty tasty. And we did so little for that pizza. All we had to do was press the buttons on our phone, say, “we’d like a pizza,” and pay money that someone was kind enough to give to us in the first place.

What an incredible and complex process it is to receive a pizza. And yet how often is such a gift ignored! How often is our response, “How come it took so long? They said it would only take thirty minutes and it took forty-five minutes.” Or perhaps, “It’s not hot enough. It should be hotter than this.” Or maybe we begin to eat and we notice it has green peppers and we say, “I didn’t order green peppers. Why did they put these stupid green peppers on my pizza? Now I’ll have to pick them all off.” Perhaps we call the restaurant to complain. How often have we called and said, “I just wanted to let you know how much I liked the pizza you made for me.”

Isn’t this just a microcosm of much of our life? Despite all the effort that went into giving us that pizza, our attention shifts to the  fact that it isn’t “perfect.” Our mind scouts around and embraces something that doesn’t quite meet our expectations. But frequently it is perfect: everything came out the way we like it. So now what do we do? Mostly, we don’t do anything. We eat. We don’t even notice this perfect pizza right in front of us. We’re too busy watching the movie or reading or talking with other people.

Maybe we deserve a hot, fast, fresh, tasty pizza. Maybe we’re entitled to friendly, helpful service from the person who takes our order. Maybe it’s our right to have everything come out perfect according to our desires. If we conclude that we have always perfectly fulfilled the desires, needs, and expectations of those around us, then we have reason to expect the same from the world. But as I reflect on the ways in which I have caused trouble, the times I’ve been late, the times I’ve made mistakes, the rarity with which I’ve done a “perfect” job for others—as I reflect on these things, I cannot help but be deeply touched by all the effort that went into bringing me a pizza. So to those people and objects who have been responsible for all the pizzas I have received since I was a child, Thank you! I may not know who you are, but I know what you did.


Exercise #3 

Next time you have a meal from a restaurant, call them later and thank them, telling them what you liked about the meal or how it was helpful to you (for example, since they cooked for you, you were able to get other things done).

In the Midst of Pain

Once, not long ago, it was a hearty tree 
providing shade, food, and oxygen—
a world of its own.

 

For a hundred years, 
perhaps more, 
it flourished with breath and life.

 

Then it was cut, sawed, ground, and pressed 
until it found itself resting softly 
between two friends.

 

Peacefully and patiently 
it waited for the moment 
it would burst forth into the world 
and exercise the meaning of its life.

 

And now that moment has come. 
It gracefully caresses my cheek, 
wiping the tears from my eyes 
and taking on my pain as its own

 

All those years 
as seed, tree, wood 
and tissue 
in preparation for the fleeting moment 
it would console my sadness.

 

As it gives its life to comfort me 
I almost failed to see the kindness in its deed.

 

Wrapped up in self-centered pain, tear-blinded, 
I nearly missed its selfless service. 
Who will give witness to such compassion if not me?

 

Shriveled and soaked, it died while serving a fool 
who discarded thousands of its brothers and sitters 
without a thanks-not one tear shed in gratitude.

 

Teach me to see through the teardrop, that in the midst of pain 
I may understand the true source 
of the softness against my face.

 

Teach me to cry with my eyes wide open.






Naikan at Work 

Jill arrived for her weekly session expressing anger and frustration about an incident that occurred at work the day before.

Her company’s parking lot is attended by a young man and locked each evening at 6:00 p.m. Everyone is required to move their car out of the lot by 6:00 p.m. if they are working late. The lot is then locked up and the attendant goes home. On one occasion Jill was delayed and could not get to the lot until 6:20 p.m. The lot was locked, so she could not get her car out, but the attendant was still there. She apologized for being late and asked him to open the gate so she could get her car out. He refused. He said the lot was closed. She reiterated her apology and explained what had happened. He still refused to open the gate. Finally she summoned one of her superiors to come down to the lot and “order” the attendant to open the gate. She was absolutely furious about the incident.

At the end of her session I gave her an assignment for the following  week. Her assignment was to buy the attendant a gift. A gift? Needless to say she was not happy with the assignment. Why would I ask her to buy a gift for someone who had caused her so much grief?

That the attendant refused to let her remove her car from the parking lot is reality. I do not deny it. But there is another reality, the reality of his daily supervision of the parking lot and her car for as long as she has been working there. Her car has never been stolen, vandalized, or damaged in any way. Her attention was well focused on the first reality, the trouble he caused her, but she missed the second, his longtime service.

Naikan, simply stated, helps us to see other people and the world around us more realistically. We notice that the secretary who seems to take such long lunches also worked until 10:00 p.m. last Friday night to finish that important report. The supervisor who criticizes our work also defended us in front of the division manager. As we see the reality of our life, our view of the support we’re getting from others is included.

In Japan, if you give awards to individual employees, it may embarrass them. They might say they don’t deserve it; that the accomplishment belongs to many people who contributed to the effort. They’re not just being modest, they’re being truthful. In the United States we’re more likely to believe that it was really “my success,” “my achievement alone.”

“Usually thinking is  rather self-centered. In  our everyday life our  thinking is ninety-nine  percent self-centered:  Why do I have suffering?  Why do I have trouble?”

SHUNRYU SUZUKI ROSHI



A successful businessman was  studying Naikan. Despite his success, he felt something was missing from his life. He was often depressed and frequently had difficulty with personal and family relationships. Still, he was very proud of all that he had accomplished. He was particularly proud of how he had made it on his own, without the help of anybody. I asked him to list his five greatest accomplishments for his next session. When he met with me the next week, I found he had listed eight. For the next two months I asked him to consider one accomplishment each week in light of the following questions:What support or help did I receive from others (people, objects, etc.) in order to accomplish this?

What did my accomplishment do for others?

In the process of working toward this accomplishment, what troubles and difficulties did I cause others





It was a difficult and emotional effort for him. Each week he did his Naikan reflection and was faced with the reality that his accomplishments were not really his. He consistently identified a wealth of support and assistance he had been given. He realized how the efforts of others had made these accomplishments possible. His wife, colleagues, secretary, and employees all provided him with support that was essential to his work. He also realized, for the first time, how much trouble these accomplishments had caused others. He began to see the impact his long hours of work had had on his family. He tried to understand what it must have been like to be an employee who was always criticized and never commended. And while he had derived many benefits from his achievements, he  had difficulty finding many ways in which he had supported others during the course of his work.

A part of him was dejected, saddened to see that self-made was more accurately “other-made.” He also realized how self-centered he had been, taking so much and giving so little. And yet there was also a part of him that was overjoyed by the world’s support of his work and his life all these years. Knowing he hadn’t done it alone was a refreshing insight. Along with his feelings of guilt came feelings of gratitude, a sense of appreciation for those around him.

We live under the illusion of independence. The boundaries of our job description, our title, our office walls, and our projects reinforce the idea that we can and do work independently from others. Nothing could be further from the truth. Our work is completely dependent on others. Is there any tangible work product that we can produce without relying on the products and efforts of others? The music we write is only an arrangement of notes created by others. Teamwork is not an option for our work situation, it’s the reality. Such awareness may lead to a desire to thank and repay people for all of their support. Success invites an expression of gratitude to others rather than self-congratulations. The conditions of our work environment can shift from conflict to cooperation as we notice the way the work, not our work, gets done.


Exercise #4 

Choose an accomplishment you are proud of. It could be graduating from college, learning a foreign language, or winning some type of award. Now, using this accomplishment as a focal point, spend one hour reflecting on the three questions listed above.




Looking beyond Our Difficulties 

Periodically we find ourselves in very challenging circumstances. We lose our jobs, get sick, experience the death of a loved one, or end a long-term relationship. We become immersed in our own pain, and our minds notice all the disappointing elements of our lives.

Our attention seems to become trapped within the limited boundaries of our suffering. But there is more to life than we are seeing. As we expand our view of life we may find that even within the context of our suffering, compassion, care, and support are our close companions. When we reflect upon such circumstances, we see it is often due to the support of others that we were able to resolve or recover from our problem. But how often do we make room for gratitude in the midst of our suffering? Even in the after-math of recovery from a serious illness or resolution of an important problem, how much energy goes to thanking and repaying those people who, and things that, supported us during our time of need?

When we expand the boundaries of our attention we see a larger, more truthful picture of life. A life that is continuing to support us throughout our difficult moments. A life that is actually helping us to deal with our difficulties.

Shrouded in a cloud  of depression  Thoughts of what’s  going wrong,.  One after another.

HO SEN






Taking Things for Granted 

One of the high points upon my return from Southeast Asia was flushing my toilet. I generally don’t pay much attention to flushing the toilet. Neither  do most Westerners, I suspect. But this was the first time in weeks I had used a toilet that flushed. In much of Southeast Asia there is an alternative method in which you dip a bowl in an urn of clean water and pour it into the toilet. You do this several times until the clean water has replaced the old water. It works quite well and conserves water, though it takes more effort than a flush toilet. I was standing in my bathroom, watching the toilet flush, and I realized how easy it was just to flip a lever, walk away, and know that when I returned the water in the toilet would be clear and fresh. You might say that a flush toilet is something I have taken for granted. But, more accurately, it is something I have not taken for granted.

To grant is to give. A foundation may grant money to a charitable organization. You may grant me permission to use your car. To take something for granted is to take something as given. But I have never considered a flush toilet as given. I have just used flush toilets inattentively and ungratefully all my life. The most attention I have given them was in planes and trains, where you have to search for the lever or button that flushes the toilet. If the location of this triggering device wasn’t immediately obvious, I might silently comment on a more likely spot for its placement. But I never took the toilet for granted, I would simply take the service it provided without a moment of thought and move on to my next activity.

“No matter what food you are blessed with, if you weren’t blessed with an appetite too, you’d be in a bad way, wouldn’t you?”

KOSHO UCHIYAMA ROSHI



As it turns out, a man by the name of Thomas Crapper (honestly) developed the Valveless Water Preventer for toilets in the late nineteenth century.  His invention resulted in much greater conservation of London’s limited water supply. As a result of his invention he was actually knighted. So I am able to flush my toilet thanks, in part, to an English plumber-knight who was creative and persistent enough to invent a new mechanism for clearing the toilet of dirty water.

And what about the many other devices I take without considering them granted. I wonder about the years of human lives that went into developing dimmer switches for my lights, locks for my doors, contact lenses for my eyes. Combing my hair, my attention is lost in vanity and seldom leaves room for the recognition of efforts that have given me a mirror and comb. I wish I could take more things as granted, using them with an awareness that they are gifts born of the lives and sacrifices of others. To remember this is to bring my attention to certain truths that too often fall outside the boundaries of my awareness. Whether I notice or not, I continue to benefit from the efforts and accomplishments of those whose bodies have long since disappeared. Their services remain and should be received and appreciated as granted.


Exercise #5 

Throughout the day notice the objects that support you in your daily life: a toilet, a coffeemaker, a can opener, etc. Before going to bed make a list of these objects. Reflect on the efforts it took to invent, design, manufacture, package, and ship these objects so they might make your life a bit easier or more enjoyable.

 

Itadakimasu

 

The Japanese often put their hands together in prayerlike fashion before a meal and recite a short Japanese phrase, Itadakimasu. I had difficulty remembering this phrase until someone suggested a memory technique—“eat a duck, I must.” Ironically, though I am a vegetarian, I would find myself thinking of this phrase as I began each meal. Still, this helped me remember to accurately recite itadakimasu  before eating. Sometime later itadakimasu was translated into English for me. In general, it means “I humbly receive (this food).” But the experience of itadakimasu is made special when the palms are placed together (called gassho in Japanese) and the head is bowed. There is something about the attitude of the head bowed, the eyes lowered, and the hands in gassho that gives depth to the recitation of itadakimasu. There seems to be greater mindfulness of the true meaning of the words. I later discovered that another translation of itadakimasu is, “I receive by putting on my head.” This emphasizes the respect we offer to what we are receiving by raising it up, even as we lower ourselves. We raise the food out of respect for its sacrifice to us. Living things have died and are now being offered for our benefit. We lower ourselves by acknowledging that we are benefiting from the sacrifice of these living beings. We are taking and others are giving.

“If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper.”

THICH NHAT HANH



Those who have been raised in a Judeo-Christian culture may compare  itadakimasu to the grace that is often said before meals. So uttering itadakimasu  may seem no more unusual  than saying grace. But the other day a student of mine called. She had recently been introduced to Naikan and responded enthusiastically to much of what she read. But she was a bit uncomfortable acknowledging the support of objects. And she “drew the line when it came to saying thank you to objects.” She gave the example of thanking one’s socks when one is cleaning out a sock drawer, an exercise sometimes given to students studying Constructive Living. To her, thanking one’s socks seemed silly and inappropriate. Many Americans would smile and agree.

One reason we find it strange to thank objects is that they can’t hear or understand us. At least we assume that is true. I remember the story of a woman who was very resentful toward several nurses after coming out of a coma. She remembered her nurses talking insultingly about her during their daily visits to her room. Most of us believe that people who are sleeping, in a coma, or dead can’t hear us. Yet we often talk to them anyway. How many mothers have said good night to a sleeping child? How many loved ones at a funeral have said good-bye or I love you to the one departed? It sounds a bit strange, but in the moment when we are saying these things, it often seems natural and appropriate. Still, it may seem awkward to say thank you to a pair of socks.

Perhaps our reluctance to thank things has to do with the distinctions we make. We distinguish the socks (inanimate) from the cotton plants, farmers, and factory workers (animate) who created them. We may be willing to thank the latter, but to thank the former seems silly. Many Westerners who say grace are thanking God, not the food itself, for the meal. God deserves our thanks, but to thank the food would be strange. We’ll thank the mechanic for  repairing our car, but to thank the car directly for taking us to work seems absurd. As long as these distinctions hold up, we can remain safely within these boundaries of gratitude.

But do they hold up? What are socks anyway? Are they anything less than the life efforts of the plants and people who made them? A cotton plant’s life is the source of these socks. Farmers, factory workers, delivery people, and others gave moments of their lives to make these socks. These socks are full of life! If I subtract all the life from the making of these socks, there would be nothing left. It is true that they do not have a heartbeat. But they serve me just the same. Acting most unselfishly, they go wherever I take them, shielding my feet and softening my steps upon the earth. I have several pairs of thick cotton socks that provide a cozy blanket against our bare wood floors during the frigid Vermont winters. When I am mindful of the service socks offer me and the efforts that went into making them, I am thankful. Yet there is still this sticky problem of whether to say thanks to a pair of socks.

The best reason I can offer for saying thank you to socks is that they deserve it. Doesn’t anything that serves, supports, and cares for us deserve a word of thanks? But here’s another reason. Saying thank you to people and things will change your experience of life. Each moment we say thanks is a shift in our attention. A shift away from our self-centeredness toward others. A shift away from our problems and difficulties toward the support we are receiving from the world. Our attention is our life. Shifting our attention opens us to reality and reveals what has been there all along: socks.


Exercise #6 

Mindful thank-yous. For the next three days, say thank you to whoever gives you something. When you say thank you, make sure you mention the item or service for which you are expressing thanks. For example, “Thank you, Jim, for helping me move the sofa.” Or, “Thank you for bringing me more coffee.” This phrasing helps us avoid “mindless” thank-yous in which we say the words but pay little attention to the person or service.




The Expression of Gratitude 

To live a life of gratitude is to open our eyes to the countless ways in which we are supported by the world around us. Such a life provides less space for our suffering because our attention is more balanced. We are more often occupied with noticing what we are given, thanking those who have helped us, and repaying the world in some concrete way for what we are receiving and have received in the past. Our minds are absorbed by noticing and reflecting; our bodies are kept busy expressing and repaying. If you have been doing the exercises at the end of each essay, you are already developing a healthy foundation for awareness and action. Perhaps you are more aware of repaired potholes in a road or someone opening the door for you at the store. But perhaps there are also times when you notice such things and still don’t feel grateful. What should you do when your expanded awareness still leaves you feeling upset, depressed, or resentful?

It is important to distinguish between the internal experience of gratitude (thoughts and feelings) and the expression of gratitude  in the form of words, thank-you notes, services, or gifts. We may receive something and not feel grateful. It is not necessary to struggle to create such a feeling. We simply feel what we feel. Such feelings are beyond our power, and it is a misuse of effort to try to fight our feelings of ingratitude or create feelings of gratitude. Rather, we should respond with an expression of gratitude, such as a verbal thanks, a letter, or a gift. Those who have supported us deserve our attention and our thanks. Such actions are possible even where there is an absence of felt gratitude. Often it is the active acknowledgment of what we have received that stimulates true feelings of gratitude. Our efforts to reciprocate by offering a gift or service of our own may actually awaken us to the experience of gratitude. But if we “go after” such a feeling, we become preoccupied with our own comfort and pleasure. Naikan simply asks us to be aware of reality, and our gratitude is expressed because it is deserved by others.

Are we willing to examine our own lives and see how often we have failed to express gratitude for what we have received? This is dangerous territory, for it is uncomfortable to acknowledge our own ingratitude. But through such an investigation we can become aware of the mechanics of ingratitude and perhaps bring more appreciation into our own life as well as the lives of others.

“You must learn to understand the secret of gratitude. It is more than just so-called virtue. It is revealed to you as a mysterious law of existence. In obedience to it we have to fulfill our destiny.”

ALBERT SCHWEITZER



From my own personal experience here are eleven reasons for failing to express gratitude: 1. Misdirected attention. I fail to express gratitude because I do not notice what is being given to me. Where is/was my attention? When my attention is on myself—my worries, my pain, my dreams, my troubles—then it is not possible to attend to all the gifts life is bringing me each moment. At times when I am sick or my car is not working, I find it is common for me to focus on my problem so intently that I fail to notice and acknowledge the help I am receiving from others.
2. Lack of reflection. Sometimes I am not truly aware of what I have received until I have taken a moment to reflect on my life in a concrete way. Such reflection helps me to see all the ways I have benefited in a particular situation. It helps me to understand the degree of trouble to which others have gone. It helps me to see how my life is better as the result of a small gift or service. Such reflection, whether a momentary pause or a formal period of Naikan, often inspires me to express my gratitude. Without reflection, I am not truly aware of the magnitude of the support I am receiving.
3. My assumption that others must “know” how grateful I am. Sometimes I feel gratitude but I fail to express it because I assume that the other person must know that I am grateful. This is most common when the other person is someone with whom I am intimately acquainted. In such cases I seem most likely to forgo a thank-you because I suspect the other person knows me so well that she surely is aware of my gratitude. Yet this isn’t always the case. Even if it was, the expression of gratitude is still preferable. I cannot recall one instance where I have regretted sending a thank-you note or saying the words “thank you.”
4. Procrastination. Too often I have said to myself, “I must send that person a thank-you note,” and waited until so much time had passed that I abandoned my good intentions.  At the moment I am in receipt of a kindness, the feeling of gratitude is often strongest. Yet I so quickly become preoccupied with other things that the importance of the kind act fades and I lose sight of its value and the effort on the part of the person who supported me. Though it is best to say thank you promptly, I am usually delighted to receive a note indicating that someone I helped still recalls the incident months or even years later. It’s never too late for gratitude.
5. Forgetting. Unless I make a note of it, I am likely to forget to express my gratitude. Verbal thank-yous can be offered immediately, but gifts and letters must often wait at least a few hours. Notes and lists are good secretaries. The recent addition of a thank-you log on my refrigerator door helps compensate for my poor memory.
6. Laziness. Sometimes it is clearly a question of giving in to my own physical or mental laziness. When I consider the little effort required to send a thank-you note as compared with the greater effort made on my behalf in the first place, it saddens me to think that I have benefited from the greater effort while failing to make the lesser.
7. My entitlement: Sometimes my mind tells me that I have a right to what I received, and therefore gratitude is unnecessary. This is particularly true in situations where I have provided payment to the other party and feel that I am entitled to what I received. Yet the truth is that I am twice indebted. First to those who provided me with money and second to those who provide me with goods or services. In neither case am I entitled, yet in both cases I am the recipient of another’s support.
8. They were just doing their duty. My mind will also attempt to relieve me of a need to express gratitude by suggesting that this person was just doing his job, something he needed  to do anyway. So why should I express gratitude for something he has given since it is required of him? Yet regardless of his motivation, I am still benefiting from his effort, and it is the benefit I receive that is the only prerequisite for an expression of gratitude.
9. It wasn’t much trouble for them. My mind may tell me that gratitude is unnecessary because the effort of the other person was not much trouble for her. But even a simple gift or service may have required more trouble than I can know. Perhaps she sent me a copy of an article and had to search at great length for a copy machine. Or perhaps she went out of her way to take it to the post office when she was in a hurry. That I received something is justification enough for my gratitude to be expressed.
10. The person later causes me some trouble or difficulty. If I receive something from another human being and that person later does something that causes me trouble, does that erase the original act of kindness and service? Of course not. Perhaps a business is late in delivering an order, though previous orders were delivered on time. No matter what they do, I have still benefited from their prior service. In these cases I am likely to feel very little gratitude. I am more likely to feel anger or resentment. But it is just these moments that allow me to reflect on the reality of their earlier efforts and services. Schweitzer states that “The person to whom you owe a debt of gratitude may never be allowed to become just a person like any other to you; he remains someone special for you, like something that is holy to you.”
11. The giftgiver is gone or unknown. Often it is not possible to express gratitude to someone who has made our life better because we do not know the name or whereabouts of the person. I have some rosebushes in the backyard. I expect they were planted by one of the previous owners of my  home, but I have no idea who it was or whether he or she is even alive today. Yet each year I cut roses from these bushes and put them in a vase in my office. How can I express my gratitude for such a lovely, ongoing gift?Well, I can take good care of the rosebushes. I think such care is one method of showing gratitude to the person who put many hours into growing and nurturing them, before they became my companions. I can also plant some additional rosebushes for those who will live in this house when I am gone. Of course this will not benefit the original planter, but if I look closely I can see that the source of this gift is much broader. It includes the sun, rain, soil, truck driver, fertilizer company, and many others. As I see the many ways in which the universe has offered me a rose, my gratitude is appropriately broadened beyond one person. This is true for the rose, as well. For even though I may be watering and pruning it, it blooms and offers its beauty and fragrance to all who will take a moment to pay attention.





Exercise #7 

This exercise involves reflection exclusively on our relationship with one other person. In Japan, this is the most traditional approach to Naikan, and we usually begin by reflecting on our relationship with our mother. If you prefer, you may reflect on your relationship with your father, spouse, teacher, best friend, or any other significant person. You will examine the entire history of the relationship, but you divide the time into shorter periods. If you are reflecting on a parent, you begin by examining the period from your birth until you were nine years old. Then you proceed in three-year segments. If you are examining your relationship with  your husband or wife, the segments might be one or two years, depending on how long you have been married. The three Naikan questions (what have I received, what have I given, and what troubles have I caused) provide a structure for you to examine the relationship. Each day, reflect for one hour on a different period until you have covered the entire relationship from beginning until the present day. Then review your lists and reflect on the nature of your relationship. Is there some way to express your appreciation for what was given to you?

The Train

The train just keeps moving. 
No matter what route you take, there are no stops. 
There’s justthe ride.

 

Many passengers--one destination. 
The man next to me says,

“They should fix the track, the ride is too bumpy.”
 He’s sitting next to me but he’s own a different train. 
He says to the conductor,

“Are we there yet?” 
“No, we’re here now.”

 

Wherever we go, the scenery travels in the other direction. 
I miss so much when I blink. 
Falling to sleep, the trip seems quicker. 
I’d rather stay awake. 
I want to see every I ittle town, every road, every leaf own every tree.

 

The conductor keeps me awake. 
How kind of him. Even my ticket was a gift



SAMPLE NAIKAN REPORT

A Man Reflects on Moving into a New House

Moving from one house or apartment can be an overwhelming task that leaves you feeling exhausted and focused on all the problems you encountered. In such a situation it’s easy to overlook all the support and help that you received to relocate your life from one place to another. In the following example, a man reflects on his experience during several days of packing and moving. Consider how this type of self-reflection might change your attitude and perception of a challenging experience.

 

What Did I Receive?

1. My friend Ron came and helped load the truck and then unloaded it. (About nine hours.)
2. My friend Dave also helped load and unload the truck. (About nine hours.)
3. A guy named Ed, whom my wife knew from work, helped load and unload the truck and then came back the next day to help finish the job. (About twelve hours.)
4. Ed built a ramp up to the deck so it would be easier to unload things.
5. The service station reserved the biggest U-Haul available for me and provided a dolly and pads and gasoline and instruction on driving the truck.
6. When the truck wouldn’t start the second day, the U-Haul company arranged for a service person to come and jump the battery.
7. Ron helped figure out the best way to get the piano out of the house and into the truck.
8. All the drivers stayed on their side of the road while I was driving to the new house.
9. My friends Jiun and Banzan stopped by for a day at the end of their vacation and helped us pack boxes, even though they were moving overseas and needed to return to New York to do their own packing.
10. Our landlady was very flexible and allowed us to keep some things in the garage after the date by which we were to vacate the house.
11. There was good weather on the day we moved.
12. I received the use of gloves when I was loading the truck.
13. I was able to drive the truck because my dad taught me how to drive a stick shift and later arranged for me to get a job working for his company driving a delivery truck.
14. My eyeglasses allowed me to see more clearly.
15. My watch allowed me to keep track of the time.
16. My wife did a lot of packing and made lunch for everybody on the day of the move.
17. Several rocks helped provide the truck with stability so it wouldn’t slide backward when it was parked.
18. Someone paved most of the roads I drove on to get to the new house.
19. Stacy, the former owner, let me bring over some boxes the day before the move to get a head start on our relocation.
20. My employer paid the cost of the rental truck.
21. Barbara helped pack up my computer.
22. My wife picked up Chinese food for dinner.
23. I received some empty boxes from the local supermarket.
24. Our old Subaru transported some of the more fragile items to the new house.
25. Blankets and pads protected the piano from getting damaged.
26. Our landlady returned our security deposit.
What Did I Give?

1. I gave Ed some money.
2. I gave Dave some money.
3. I paid for lunch and dinner for Ed and Dave.
4. I put gas in the truck.
5. I left the former house relatively clean and in good shape (thanks to my wife).
What Troubles and Difficulties Did I Cause?

1. When I was driving the truck I got stuck at the top of a hill and the cars behind me had to try to get around me. It was getting dark and they couldn’t see over the hill, so it was a very dangerous situation. Many of the drivers were delayed and may have been aggravated or even worried about trying to pass me.
2. Ron got out of his car to direct traffic, which put his own safety at risk.
3. We hadn’t finished packing, so the whole move took longer than it should have since we had to pack and load the truck at the same time.
4. Lifting all the boxes caused others a lot of sore and tired muscles.
5. I left quite a bit of stuff in my ex-landlady’s garage for many weeks, and it created extra difficulty as they were trying to vacate the house for the new owners.
6. My tools got mixed in with tools that were in the rented house, and I believe I may have taken tools that weren’t mine.
7. Ron was at the new house longer than expected. His dad was coming from out of town for a visit. He was late getting home and missed dinner. It turned out that his father died a few weeks later and that was the last time he got to see his father.
8. My dog was surely confused and didn’t understand what was going on.
9. I put a lot of wear and tear on the truck, its engine, and its tires.
10. I created a lot of confusion because I wasn’t sure how to get the piano into the truck.
11. One of the men helping smashed his hand while setting down a large cabinet.
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