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PRAISE FOR WONDERLAND

“A fresh heartfelt book. Wonderland is down to earth, often funny, insightful, and unique. Silberberg explores what contemporary Zen can be while remaining true to the fundamentals and essence of the teaching. Highly recommended.”

—Genpo Merzel Roshi, founder and teacher of Kanzeon International and author of Big Mind—Big Heart: Finding Your Way

“Doen Silberberg collaborates with Lewis Carroll, producing a very readable and personal account of the spiritual journey. Wonderland is a valuable place to enter the Buddhist teachings.”

—John Daido Loori Roshi, author of Heart of Being, abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery and founder of the Mountains and Rivers Order

“A wise and rich vision of the dharma, unusual, psychologically astute, a must-read.”

—Joan Halifax, head teacher, Upaya Zen Center

 

“Daniel Silberberg shows us that our life at this moment—whether ordered and familiar as Alice’s was or confused and unsettling as it came to be—is just exactly perfect. It is itself Wonderland.”

—Matthew Bortolin, author of The Dharma of Star Wars

“Like Baba Ram Dass and the late Carlos Castaneda, Daniel Doen Silberberg Sensei has the ability to present the eternal journey of self-discovery in a way that’s entertaining, personal, and deeply insightful.”

—Jeremy Silman, international chess master and author of 38 books including  How to Reassess Your Chess and Zen and the Art of Casino Gaming

“Words are a music, more often than not formed to avoid ‘the dance.’ Read these words, if you will, and you might hear a deeper music and find yourself dancing. Doen’s work is a wonderfully cogent, gentle, and incisive journey ‘down the hole.’”

—Robert Berky, award-winning theatrical clown, actor, director, and playwright

 

“Daniel Doen Silberberg has one of the clearest, most compelling voices in Zen. He demystifies esoteric teachings in an authentic, fresh way for real people who live real lives. It is impossible to read his work and not feel that something inside you has profoundly changed.”

—Julie Reiser, Johns Hopkins University





Parallax Press is committed to preserving ancient forests and natural resources. This book is printed on Rolland Enviro 100 Book recycled paper (100 percent post-consumer recycled paper, processed chlorine free). Using 2,242 pounds of this paper instead of virgin fibers paper saved:
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FORWORD

Zen takes us beyond concepts, words, and ideas, allowing us to see deeply into the nature of reality and who we truly are. The history of Zen is full of skillful means to aid this process, including the use of words to transcend words. Poems, stories, koans, dialogues between teachers and students, and talks by living masters are all examples of Zen’s tradition of using words to transcend words.

One notable example of the literary culture of Zen is the “Zenrin Kushu”—Phrases from a Zen Forest. Most of these phrases are derived from Chinese poetry. These poems, sayings, and stories represent the cultural understanding of another time and place. They rely on the readers’ shared culture and shared body of knowledge. As Zen lands on Western shores and begins to permeate our culture, we can benefit from stories, songs, and poems we in the West share in order to communicate its teachings. We have to look to our own culture, to the richness of our own associations; otherwise we wind up studying something exotic, of another place and time, something not ours.

Now is the right time to make Zen ours, to make it strong and true. Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is the story Doen Sensei uses as his aid in this book. We share his and Alice’s experiences of falling into a magic hole and finding “Wonderland,” a place that is unknowable, where our everyday conditioning no longer applies. It is an adventure in reality, as this book itself is part of the adventure  of establishing the foundation for a truly Western Zen, yet still true to its Eastern origins and wisdom. It is my hope that after some time passes, Zen will be so deeply rooted in Western culture that it will not be unusual to associate the things we hold in common, our stories, with the practice of Zen. This book is a great step in that direction. I hope your adventures with Doen Sensei’s creative teachings help you appreciate this world, this Wonderland. I am very pleased and honored to participate in offering his teachings to the world.

 

Genpo Merzel Roshi 
Salt Lake City, Utah 
April 2009






Ejo studied with Zen Master Dogen. One day in the course of inquiries he heard the saying, “One hair goes through the myriad holes” and all of a sudden realized enlightenment.

 

That evening he went to Dogen and said, “I do not ask about the one hair, what about the myriad holes?” Dogen smiled and said, “Gone through.” Ejo bowed.

 

—The Denkoroku

 

 

“What matters it how far we go?” his scaly friend replied.
 “There is another shore, you know, upon the other side.
 The further off from England the nearer is to France—
 Then turn not pale, beloved snail, but come and join the dance.
 Will you, won’t you, will you, won’t you, will you join the dance?
 Will you, won’t you, will you, won’t you, won’t you join the dance?”

 

—Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll






INTRODUCTION

Alice fell down a hole. Like many people she was quite sure she was on solid ground; that is, until she wasn’t. She didn’t fall down an ordinary hole, but a door into another world. As we follow Alice’s adventures on the other side of the door, we get the feeling that her previous life was a bit mannered, prescribed, and, well, boring. After she falls down the rabbit hole, everything changes. The rules take a sharp turn, invert, and fade like a Cheshire cat’s smile. Nothing is ever the same again for Alice or for the reader.

The way of Zen can also take us for a spin, creating a special kind of internal dissonance where the familiar harmonies and music don’t come as expected. It’s not that dissonance isn’t harmony; it’s just a different kind of harmony. To experience the truth and beauty of dissonant music, Alice has to give up her expectations and accept what is. If, like Alice, we give up our expectations, we may find that we can hear and see an alternative truth as well. We may even see ourselves clearly for the first time.

In her journey, Alice experiences all sorts of wondrous things and has conversations with extraordinary characters. She meets talking cards, flamingos that are mallets, a bloodthirsty queen, and a disappearing cat. This world—which Alice finds so unfamiliar, unpredictable, and outrageous—is Wonderland.

In our own lives, wonder is easily misplaced or lost. We forget that  this vast unknowable world and our own lives can never be reduced to polite logic. In the Diamond Sutra, the Buddha says, “This world is not a world; and so is provisionally called a world.” Our conclusions and concepts cover the truth of our world. Peeling the crust off our old concept of the world is a journey, a joy, and a practice. Like Alice, we can all find a way that is wondrously lost, that has heart, and that rings true.

The Buddha spoke a lot about “the other shore,” a place where illusions fall away and we can see the world clearly. In Zen practice, at the end of the Heart Sutra we chant: “Gone to the other shore: gone, gone to the other shore.” The other shore is the realm where body and mind fall away and we see that we’re one with everything. It’s often been thought of as elsewhere, in the future, both historically and in our lives. Many of us want to get there and concoct schemes and plans for reaching it. But it is nothing other than this moment, this life, this death—this Wonderland. If we search persistently and are lucky enough to stumble upon our rabbit hole, we may discover our own Wonderland right under our noses, where it has always been.






One

DOWN IN A HOLE

“Have you guessed the riddle yet?” the Hatter said, turning to Alice again.

 

“No, I give it up,” Alice replied. “What’s the answer?”

 

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” said the Hatter.

 

“Nor I,” said the March Hare.

 

 

 

 

When my son Alex was about ten years old, he was very interested in the concept of “being right.” It was spring and we were taking a walk. I started to tell him the names of the flowers. “This is a Red-Bearded Snake, and that is a Blue Mongoose.” Eventually, he looked up at me and said, “You’re making this up.” I said, “No, I’m not.” And he said, “Yes, you are.” From that point onward, our conversations have been like playing very competitive Ping-Pong. These days we might have a discussion about which type of computer is best. For a couple of minutes Alex will say, “I think Macs are better,” and I’ll say, “Well, I don’t see it that way.” He’ll say yes and I’ll say no. Yes no, yes no, yes no. Then we switch, just to make the other one wrong. He’ll say no, and I’ll say yes. Now Alex is twenty-nine and I’m fifty-nine, and we still poke fun  at our opinions in exactly the same way.

This “yes no, yes no” is the essence of what goes on in Alice in Wonderland. In Alice’s above-ground life, the rules are clear and everything has its proper place. At the beginning of the story, she is sitting on a riverbank with her sister, considering making a daisy chain. It’s a perfectly normal day. Then she sees a white rabbit with a watch, she follows him, and soon she falls down a hole. A big hole.

After she falls, nothing she knew above ground makes sense anymore. None of the rules are the same. She wanders around getting bigger and then smaller. She meets all kinds of characters who don’t seem to be following rules at all, which causes quite a problem. They don’t comply with her expectations or her understanding. They don’t do anything she thinks is proper or right.

In time, Alice goes to the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Alice finds the Mad Hatter and his friends, the March Hare and the Dormouse, sitting at a long table under a tree. Mysteriously, they’re all cramped together on one side of the table. Alice asks if she can sit down.

“No room! No room!” they cried out when they saw Alice coming.

“There’s plenty of room!” said Alice indignantly, and she sat down in a large armchair at one end of the table.

“Have some wine,” the March Hare said in an encouraging tone.



Alice looked around the table, but there was nothing on it but tea.“I don’t see any wine,” she remarked.

“There isn’t any,” said the March Hare.

“Then it wasn’t very civil of you to offer it,” said Alice angrily.

“It wasn’t very civil of you to sit down without being invited,” said the March Hare.





Alice has her ideas of how things should be. The March Hare, the Mad Hatter, and the Dormouse see things completely differently. According to them, there really is no room at the table. According to Alice, there is plenty of room. In this same way, we come into our life and our practice with our own ideas of how it has to be. We erect the walls of our house and block the view of the sky.

Does Alice know what the Mad Hatter is talking about? How often are we willing to accept that we don’t know the answer to something? We’d rather know and be right than live in a state of wonder and uncertainty.

When we get to the other shore, to what I am calling Wonderland, we experience One Mind. One Mind is what we experience when we remove everything we know. The last thing to fall away is the idea of our separation from the world. Once that idea is gone, there is nothing left, and then you are on the other shore, in Wonderland, and experiencing One Mind. We can call it many things, but they are all ways to describe something we experience for ourselves when our thoughts become quiet and our minds concentrated for long enough.

“Do you mean that you think you can find out the answer to it?” said the March Hare.

“Exactly so,” said Alice.

“Then you should say what you mean,” the March Hare went on.  “I do,” Alice hastily replied; “at least—at least I mean what I say—that’s the same thing, you know.”

“Not the same thing a bit!” said the Hatter. “Why, you might just as well say that ‘I see what I eat’ is the same as ‘I eat what I see’!”

“You might as well say,” added the March Hare, “that ‘I like what I get’ is the same thing as ‘I get what I like’!”



Zen practice is the practice of liking what you get. We usually have a thin margin of acceptance; we like very little of what we get. We want something else. Maybe we want what we think we deserve or what we think everyone else has. We’re convinced, along with Alice, that if everybody would just change his or her behavior, everything would be great. If only we lived somewhere else, if only we were younger, older, smarter, dumber, rounder, thinner, or sexier—if only all of that were true, life would be good.

We’re told we’re supposed to go to a particular school, work at this kind of job, marry that person; this is the yellow brick road that leads to happiness. The only problem is: no one seems happy. Somehow the original plan, which was to understand exactly where you’re going and what you’re doing, isn’t working. We’re all stuck complaining that Wonderland isn’t what we think it ought to be.

This same thing has happened to me. One experience I had early in my Zen practice still makes me laugh. It was 1980 and I was a student at Zen Mountain Monastery in upstate New York. Taizan Maezumi Roshi was abbot and the resident teacher was John Daido Loori—now Roshi. The monastery was relatively new and I was the  head of administration as well as a senior student. My job was to keep everything running smoothly and ensure that the monastery flourished. I felt I was doing something noble and perhaps I was; however, I was also becoming righteous, irritable, and intolerant. One day Daido was walking though the monastery office where I was working. He sat down and I unloaded all my troubles and my complaints about the staff: this one was doing that, and that one wasn’t doing this.

Daido asked if I remembered the first line of the verse we chanted each evening—the Four Vows.

“Yes,” I said. “Sentient beings are numberless, I vow to save them.”

He said, “That’s right. Now which sentient beings did you have in mind?” And he chuckled as he watched my face.

Imagine what would happen if we gave up our ideas about how everything should be. What if we could peel away our constructed reality until we come to a place where a tree is just a tree, and not our idea of what a tree should be? “Tree” is just a word. “We’re walking in a field” is just an idea. But the idea of “walking in a field” also has a lot of connotations—it could suggest I won’t be able to walk someday. It could suggest life and death. Our words and ideas can be full of fear. Why don’t we peel those away while we’re at it?

How do we get to “One Mind”? Like Alice, our lives have us bumping into saints and sages who are pointing the way, if only we could see them.

When we engage in practices—sitting and walking meditation, and mindfulness in our daily lives—we gradually create an opening from  which to see the events that occur. We add some breathing space—you might call it a hole—a place a white rabbit could pop out of. Practices create possibility. What appeared to be positive or negative experiences with people or events become opportunities for practice and the growth of understanding. We can learn to welcome our experience of our lives.

We often use our fears to maintain the illusion of safety. But that kind of safety closes down our lives. Here’s a tool for getting closer to Wonderland: Take a few moments to sit and breathe. Notice how often in a day you feel afraid or anxious. It may be helpful to keep a notebook and write down each time you experience this fear. Each time it comes up, stop, sit, breathe, and notice.

It can be surprising to become aware of one’s fears. It takes awareness and courage to open our eyes and say, “I really don’t know what’s going on. Bring on the awe. Bring on the eternal. Bring on that which I don’t know.” When we are open to the confusion and the craziness, we get little slivers of recognition.

…[S]aid the Hatter with a sigh: “it’s always teatime, and we’ve no time to wash the things between whiles.”

“Then you keep moving round, I suppose?” said Alice.

“Exactly so,” said the Hatter, “as the things get used up.”



That’s why there’s no room for Alice at the table. They have a way of looking at things, and it works just as well as Alice’s. It’s always six o’clock; therefore, it’s always teatime. They sit at the table and never put away the tea things. They just keep moving to a new seat and  another tea set; a new seat and another tea set; a new seat and another tea set.

This is not so different from the way many of us handle our relationships. In the beginning of my relationship with my wife, Caryn, I expected it to be like other relationships I’d had. Caryn is a quiet person and somehow that seemed like a problem to me. I wanted more interaction. At one point while on a long relatively silent trip in a car, I got frustrated and she pointed out to me that quiet was her way. She asked me in a kindly way if I could just accept that. Finally, in that moment, I could. In the twenty-seven years since, the beauty of her quiet has supported our lives and practice. I was able to see the magic that is Caryn instead of the preconceptions, resistance, and habitual patterns I was bringing to our relationship. This event has been like a bookmark in my life with her. I often return to it. It is also a practice, an ongoing way of developing my appreciation for our relationship and my relationship to others.

We are alive today. A good number of us don’t have to worry about where our next meal is coming from; and the weather is beautiful. If we can get a few things out of our way, then every day can be a good day; even a day when something bad happens. If we can really see this wonderful, mixed-up life that we get to be in, with all of the suffering and pleasure, then we can accept that we are in Wonderland, and even possibly enjoy the trip.

Most of us are like Alice, trying to get others to make sense (by our definition) and to do things that make us happy. Yet they won’t. I know I need to remind myself of this daily: The point of everybody  else’s life is not to make me happy. What would your relationships be like if you accepted the people around you exactly as they are? There is nothing as transformative as being okay with everything. The craving to transform, to change, to make rules, to push people into shapes we like, isn’t effective. It doesn’t make us feel closer with our friends and family. Instead of trying to change others, maybe we can accept them as they are. Maybe we can even try to make them happy. They’d like that, since they likely think the point of everybody else’s life is to make them happy!

When Alice wants to have a normal conversation with the Dormouse, she’s quite sure it’s time to start making sense.

“Once upon a time there were three little sisters,” the Dormouse began, in a great hurry; “and their names were Elsie, Lacie, and Tillie; and they lived at the bottom of a well—”

“What did they live on?” asked Alice, who always took a great interest in questions of eating and drinking.

“They lived on treacle,” said the Dormouse, after thinking a minute or two.

“They couldn’t have done that, you know,” Alice gently remarked.

“They’d have been ill.”

“So they were,” said the Dormouse, “very ill.”

“But they were in the well,” Alice said to the Dormouse, not choosing to notice his last remark.

“Of course they were,” said the Dormouse, “well in.”

This answer so confused poor Alice that she let the Dormouse go  on for some time without interrupting it.

“They were learning to draw,” the Dormouse went on, yawning and rubbing its eyes, for it was getting very sleepy, “and they drew all manner of things—everything that begins with an M—”

“Why with an M?” said Alice.

“Why not?” said the March Hare.



Koans are a device used in Zen training. They are questions that need to be answered experientially, using insight, not intellect. They are usually drawn from the record of conversations between the old Zen masters and their students. The word koan translates roughly as “public case,” like a law. It refers to something about which there is a level of common understanding.

Koans are questions that provide an opportunity to leave the intellect behind. They are like chances to fly. When done with the right spirit, they provide a practice of forgetting the intellectual construct of self and joining the larger self the koan is pointing at. In time, life can become a koan practice in which we can learn to abandon our point of view and accept people and events that we might have resisted due to our conditioning, our story. Although koans are presented in many types of dialogues or poetic phrases, the heart of all koans is one question. What is the self? Who are you? Each koan is an opportunity to wake up to Wonderland.

In my own training, I’ve practiced with about seven hundred koans over a period of twenty-five years. Often there were additional challenges involved besides “seeing” the koan. We did koan practice  in a tiny room called the dokusan room. Very early in the morning an assistant would announce dokusan and everyone would run from the meditation hall to the dokusan line, elbowing and pushing for the privilege of getting in line, and hopefully, into the dokusan room for a one-on-one meeting with a teacher. The practice was even more challenging when Maezumi Roshi was in the dokusan room. I would finally make it through the line and into the room only to hear Maezumi Roshi whisper, in his strong Japanese accent, words I could not decipher. I had to ask him to repeat himself over and over again. Outside the window, birds were singing, insects buzzing, water burbling. All these sounds mingled with Roshi and my koan. It was disorienting and magical. Perhaps Alice felt something similar on her way down the hole.

One of the koans asks the question, “The world is vast and wide. Why do we put on the seven-paneled robe (a traditional monk’s robe) at the sound of a bell?”

This question could be translated as: We are free. Why do we tie ourselves up? But looking more deeply, the question might lead us to more questions. There are so many ways in which we’re used to thinking about things, and so much we take for granted when we use language. The purpose of a koan is to wake us up from taking language—and the world around us—for granted.

What is the meaning of rain? Why do we walk in the woods? In Buddhism, we cultivate something called aimlessness, which means being and acting for the sole purpose of being or acting in that way, without a further goal, motive, or ambition. We put on the robe to put on the robe. We love simply to love.

The Dormouse had closed its eyes by this time, and was going off into a doze; but, on being pinched by the Hatter, it woke up again with a little shriek, and went on: “—that begins with an M, such as mousetraps, and the moon, and memory, and muchness—you know you say things are ‘much of a muchness’—did you ever see such a thing as a drawing of a muchness?”

“Really, now that you ask me,” said Alice, very much confused, “I don’t think—”



Muchness could be another word for a term we use in Buddhism:  suchness. It means “things as they are,” thus, before conceptual thought intrudes, separates, judges, and elaborates. For example, we see the white snow and we think we are seeing just snow, the “suchness” of the snow. But by naming it and putting it in the category “snow,” where we already have a preconceived notion of what snow is, we are putting a filter over the thing itself, separating us from fully experiencing its “suchness.”

Mind creates all separation. Yet even the thing we call mind is just a word for what can’t be grasped or put into a category of existence or nonexistence, large or small, collective or individual. Therefore, anybody’s stupidity is just as good as anybody else’s. Anybody’s completely constructed view of reality is just as good as anybody else’s—with one exception. If we create a reality that hurts other people, puts them on the outside, or makes them feel pain in any form, that view of reality creates an effect. That is what separates one reality from another: each perception bringing about a different consequence.

This is what is meant by karma. Karma is often explained either too magically or too simplistically. I like to think of it as simple cause and effect. Cause and effect isn’t something unique to individuals. A country, a time period, or an idea can all create cause and effect. In our own life we can clearly see that our actions toward others have a lot to do with what we get back from them. Showing sensitivity and kindness to others will not only please them, it will also transform us. The minute we stop believing that everything unpleasant that happens to us is someone else’s fault, everything will change.

When I was a kid, I used to bounce a ball and chant: A, my name is Alice and my husband’s name is Abraham and we live in Alaska and we sell apples. B, my name is Barbara and my husband’s name is Bob and we live in Bovina and we sell bubbles. This children’s game is a rehearsal for joining mainstream American society. We label ourselves: I am a doctor, a lawyer, a computer programmer, a mother, a father. What if none of that is who we really are? What if we were to get up in the morning without any preconceived notions of who we are?

We say in our practice that to realize the dharma is to forget the self. Dharma is a word that means “the teaching,” or “the truth.” It has different nuances of meaning in different contexts. We have a lineage, going all the way back to fifth century China, of incredible teachers who would deliberately do to students what the Mad Hatter and his friends are doing to Alice—knock her out of her thinking mind. When you ask people to recall a time when they were happy, they often describe a time of being with friends, or hiking in nature, or swimming in the ocean, a time when they were in a state of mind beyond thinking.

In the movie Serpico, a New York City policeman meets a young woman and asks, “What are you?” She answers, “I’m an actress, a dancer, a writer, and a Buddhist.” B my name is Bob and I’m a Buddhist. Don’t be a Buddhist. If you’re sure you’re a Buddhist, then you’re not looking at what you might be in that moment. When Bodhidharma was asked who he was by the emperor of China, he answered, “I don’t know.” Bodhidharma is the legendary figure who brought Buddhism from India to China. It is said he lived to be 110 years old. He is known for meditating in a cave for many years. He was very brave and very truthful. He didn’t just tell the truth; he sang it like a great soaring eagle.

Buddhism is not going to make us a Buddha. Nobody is going to make us a Buddha. We’re already a Buddha. Buddha just means someone who is awakened. What do we have to do to be awakened? Wake up to the present moment.

Waking up to the present moment means stopping the relentless chatter of our associative minds. The sad part is that most of the chatter isn’t very pleasant anyway; the chatter in our mind is often about fear, blame, anger, and all those wonderful things. The practice of stopping thoughts is one I often ask students to work on. I remember the first time I discovered I could do that. What a sense of freedom to realize that when I didn’t know what to do, when I didn’t know the answer, I could simply stop. I could wake up. This experience was key to me wanting to practice.

But it’s hard to wake up when we have all these ideas. We need a reminder, a gentle shove. When we walk outside, the trees and the sun  can be reminders to stop and wake up. If it snows, if the wind blows, these are also reminders. If there is someone in the house when you come home, and they smile at you, that is also a lovely reminder. We can begin to appreciate all the gifts that are pouring into our eyes and ears and that surround us at every moment.

I met my wife Caryn at Zen Mountain Monastery over thirty years ago. Eventually we moved into a place called Esopus House, which was deep in the country. The Northeast winters were very cold and Esopus House was small and drafty. The little woodstove didn’t even keep the place heated through the night. Early every morning we would walk down the road for morning meditation. Across the road was the Esopus—the stream the house was named for. One particular morning, we opened the sliding doors to an incredible roar of water. Spring had come and the Esopus was surging free in the darkness of the morning. There was nothing in the world for us but that stream. Caryn and I looked at each other in awe; not here, there, or anywhere. We were out of our minds with wonder.

Suppose we are able to touch this Wonderland for a moment. Then we are, like Alice, brought back to the familiar world. What can we do? Let’s say we have a moment when we’re not resisting anything anymore. What are we going to do? Well, many of us then try to hold on to the One Mind. We might begin to tell others about it, try to persuade them of its truth. We might encourage them toward a seminar or a meditation class.

If we do any of that, we’ve lost Wonderland again. If we start thinking, “I know what’s happening. I’m a Buddhist,” we’re grasping too  tightly. The only way to hold on to the wonder of the moment is to let it go.

We all feel we’re in our particular lives without having chosen them. To consciously choose our human existence is a profound and beautiful practice. To be in touch with the wonder, we have to truly be wherever we find ourselves. The place of wonder can never be different from the place we’re in.

The wonder of life is what we experience every day—washing our hands, breathing, taking a walk, working. There is no place to go other than here. Can we throw ourselves into that fully without understanding it? Do we have to know why we put on the seven-paneled robe?

When I was five or six and we were living in Danville, Illinois, my mother took me with her to visit a friend. She sat me down in a garden while she and her friend talked. I sat there for what seemed like an eternity looking around in wonder. I couldn’t believe the colors and shapes; I looked inside the flowers and the colors changed. I was enthralled. That experience is still there when I allow it. It’s there in the red rocks, in the sage, in my wife’s face. The practice of restoring wonder, restoring awe, is the practice of Zen.
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