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Dedication

On September 11th, 2001, while fanatics with limited and narrow fundamentalist beliefs were cutting the throats of airline crews and taking aim at the Twin Towers of New York, His Holiness the 14th Shamarpa (Kunzig Shamar Rinpoche), a high Tibetan lama and my teacher, was on a plane landing at New York’s JFK airport. From the point of view of an outside, unenlightened observer, he had no particular reason to fly to New York that day. But that is how he is. He does what he does when he sees the need to do it.

As the Rinpoche’s plane touched down on the airport tarmac, the first hijacked plane smashed into the first tower. As he cleared customs, the second plane smashed into the second tower. Having been picked up by his host and driving toward the city, they saw plumes of smoke rising above the towers, which were soon not to be. His car was one of the last cars allowed over the bridge into the city before police shut it down.

For three days, Shamar Rinpoche worked with the shocked and the grieving. He offered prayers for the fallen and grief-stricken and gave teachings about life, death, and the truth of impermanence. He provided comfort and showed a path that leads away from fear, hatred, and revenge toward peace, understanding, and profound compassion. Weeks later, he made a speech which, in fact, inspired me to write this book. This speech you will find in the appendices to this volume (see page 245).

In the spirit of what this great and dedicated teacher demonstrates through his Buddha-activity, I dedicate this book to the families of the September 11th bombing victims and to each and every being who has had to grieve for loved ones lost to the senseless slaughter perpetrated by humanity against itself. In the words of a Buddhist prayer:

“May sickness, poverty, and warfare subside
wherever we may be.

May good omens and Dharma* increase!”

Robert Sachs,
San Luis Obispo, CA









* understanding of the way things are


Preface

by His Holiness the 14th Kunzig Shamar Rinpoche

In modern countries where materialism is strong, the concepts and practices of Buddhism can be effective in neutralizing the problems that naturally arise and create much suffering, including conflict and war. My student, Robert Sachs, has written this book to show what role Buddhism can play in creating lasting political and social change.

It is my sincere wish that Becoming Buddha is helpful to all who read it and that it fulfills the need to bring strength and confidence to those wanting to see a world free from sickness, poverty, and warfare.

Shamarpa,
Los Osos, CA,




Foreword

by Stephen Levine

Robert Sachs’ concern for the well-being of others extends to the horizons in which we wish our children to be born, a world where mercy and awareness are its most treasured values and its rewards are from the hard-earned activation of compassion and care for other sentient beings.

Reading Becoming Buddha, I hear a bell ringing. It is like the bell that begins and concludes a period of meditation, and it is also the “All Clear” bell that signals it is safe to venture out, the bell that rings the end of war. The Buddha said it was less difficult to overcome ten thousand enemies on the battlefield than it was to release attachment to the hindrances to the heart. It was easier to go to war than to find peace in ourselves.

Robert Sachs recommends that we look for the flowering of peace in a close examination of the seeds of war: separation, partisanship, all the way into the seemingly inconsequential “liking and disliking” which arise from moment to moment to nonetheless form the foundation of all such confrontations and aggravated allegiances. Our identification with a particular perception singled out from a hundred possibilities, which then becomes our truth, is the most potent cause in our insistence that there is something to fight for, something to make others suffer for not sharing. From a reinforcement of the natural but unfortunate tendency to become lost in an identification with “I” and “other”, we find reasons to hoard resources, to starve the hungry, to burn fields and ravage villages, to leave the homeless to fend for themselves in the refuse piles of a society which furthers the violence to themselves and to others in the insistent misuse of what is only partially consumed or recycled.

It is our fear of our unknown interior, our uninvestigated suffering, which fattens the generals and reinforces the leap of faithlessness that flattens our world and breaks it off at the edges, a piece at a time, leaving us little refuge, perhaps a momentarily uncluttered square on the game board on which to stand, one-legged and confused at having to choose between safety and the sacred.

Until we begin to roll back the battlefield one insight at a time, with each moment of self-discovery, each uncovering of the mercy and peace of our inherent nature, the continual encroachment of wars and slavery continues – of more types of wars and slavery than we notice or acknowledge. Ultimately, this book is devoted to gaining access to the battlefield – the one inside us that spawns the one we see before us – and emerging victorious.

Stephen Levine,
author of One Year to Live and
Turning Toward the Mystery


PROLOGUE :

“All That You Can Be”

If you have watched TV in the United States over the last 40 years, you will recognize the phrase “All that you can be…” as a fragment of the US Army’s ad, “Be all that you can be…” Another military ad slogan that you may be familiar with is “We’re looking for a few good men (and sometimes include women).” No doubt, these or other slogans like them have been around for as many years as there have been armies in the world looking for recruits.

What is interesting about these phrases is that if we step back and out of seeing them as referring to the military and look at them with respect to our human potential, they are exactly what the Buddha promised to those who were willing to commit themselves to following his methods for awakening; that each and everyone of us can be all that we can be. Furthermore, the Buddha did not want followers. He wanted friends. He was looking for a few good men and women. And if they were to follow him, it was not that he was any better than any of them. Rather, he wanted to show them by his example what they, too, could be – just like him. And his name, Buddha, wasn’t a title, but simply a statement of what each of us has the potential to be – AWAKE.

To be Buddha, therefore, is the goal of Buddhism. The Buddha taught that each of us has Buddhanature – the potential to be awake. If we awake from our many illusions, if we live in the vibrancy of what is rather than the phantasm of our confused emotions, what would we look like and how would we act?

All of the major and minor marks and signs of being a Buddha that are taught in the Buddhist canon and commentaries regarding a Buddha’s appearance, mind, and actions are none other than what a Buddha accomplishes through the hard work of awakening. It is erroneous to think of the Buddha as some demure, passive monk sitting on a pedestal, doing nothing. The iconography that suggests such is really depicting a Buddha’s inner state; free from illusion, dwelling in an unshakeable peacefulness that provides the context and resourcefulness to be and act in the most beneficial way for any being that is encountered. In truth, the Buddha is the ULTIMATE ACTIVIST, one hundred percent engaged in the world, twenty-four seven. So, once awake, what does a Buddha do? Just one thing – a Buddha tirelessly, endlessly teaches others how to become just like him or her, skillfully and with compassion.

In the first edition of this book, The Buddha at War, and in this new edition, when I write of the hard work of awakening, I do use a word associated with the military and a word that some may cringe to hear juxtaposed to the word “Buddha:” war. The Buddha saw that in order for us to awaken we need to transform the three poisons of ignorance, attachment, and aggression (which will be elaborated in all subsequent chapters) into our full resourcefulness, free from our own prejudices and tendencies towards self-preservation at all costs. It is this inner war, this inner battle with the smallness of egoistic fixations that is what the Buddha was and all Buddhas to be are victorious over. And to continuously be of benefit to others who, likewise, struggle with this smallness, the Buddha remains at war, appearing in whatever guise may be necessary to do that job. Thus the Buddha can appear peaceful, benevolent, charismatic, even wrathful depending on what is needed. In troubled times, the Buddha may be called upon in any or all of these functions.

Which also says something about you and your awakening.

This book does not promise you enlightenment. More than likely when you come to the end of its reading, you will not have become a Buddha. (If you have, however, great – and thanks for being amongst us!) But, it will provide you with a sense of path. The path described here is the classic thoughts and methods that have been taught by Buddhist masters for generations. If these thoughts and methods are taken to heart, they will transform your life. You will feel lighter and clearer in your being and will feel less of a burden to yourself. As a result, you will be less of a burden to others – so they will want to listen to what you have to say. As such, no matter what you choose to do with your life, you – as a budding Buddha – will have a greater, more positive impact on your world.

More to the point and to be a bit more specific, by “positive impact” I mean for it to be that one of the goals of this book is to facilitate your awakening to the effects of your personal choices and the social and political realities that you live in. Whether we want to be mountain hermits or devas downtown, we are all social beings and I firmly believe that a Buddha shies away from nothing. If you think that in your world there are some serious problems with the social and political structures and realities around you, then learning to be “in the world, but not of it” is part of the path I believe most of us must take and practice our awakening in.

In such troubled times that we are living in, we need more than a few good men or women. It is the hope of this book that many will embrace these simple teachings and enter into the world with clarity, wisdom, and joy to engage the many tasks we need to face. Whether we see fruition – the end of the sickness, poverty, warfare, and the staving off of global environmental catastrophe – in our lifetime cannot be our focus. Being a Buddha, one’s vision goes beyond time and place. To do what needs to be done involves seeing what is before us and having a vision that sees down the road. We cannot let the success or failure of seeing the end or continuation of suffering sway us one way or the other from our willingness to try. In our hearts and minds, we need to become the Buddha at War. It is in this spirit that I invite you to read on.


INTRODUCTION :

Possibility in Troubled Times

If you have picked up this book, more than likely you feel that the world is in a dire way. With more than 40 wars brewing or under way around the globe; the growth of terrorism, both state sanctioned and from radical quarters; a global economic meltdown and the growing chasm between the rich and the poor; the dramatic climatic and environmental shifts that are bringing us more thunderous and frequent tornadoes, cyclones, and hurricanes, it all looks pretty bleak for the survival of the human race.

That all of these things are happening at once is considered by many people of a fundamentalist outlook to be signs of the end of days; a portent of an impending apocalypse. For others, in the East, these “signs” point to us being in a “Dark Age.” And although that in itself sounds bad, it is not without hope. In my book, The Wisdom of The Buddhist Masters: Common and Uncommon Sense, I interviewed nine Buddhist world leaders beginning with the questions “What is a Dark Age?” and “Are we in a Dark Age?” Their responses were mixed. Some answered based on Buddhist canon and the predictions of the historical Buddha. Others just commented based on their astute observations. In the end, the answer I received was inconclusive, save to say that if we are not already in a Dark Age, unless we can make a course correction of significant magnitude, we are headed that way.

However, the simple truth is that little of what we are witnessing is new. Our earth has repeatedly gone through various climatic tumbles and flip flops. And, certainly, humanity has been playing the same trips on itself since the dawn of civilization. I would like to argue that whilst the rate, frequency, and lethality of these events seem to be growing in magnitude and are certainly cause for increasing concern, we have also developed the media and information technology that allow us to be more aware of these phenomena, and indeed to witness them both in our midst and in distant lands. This frequent exposure to painful and traumatic events has any number of effects on our hearts and minds. Some of us may worry and find ourselves getting more and more anxious and depressed. Others may get frustrated and angry. Still others may try to get on with their lives without noticing too much. However, the acceptance that something is happening of significance, that we are, indeed, in troubled times, seems virtually impossible to escape.

What is heartening is that, in response to the pain and suffering of those among us, we are seeing more and more acts of individual and collective kindness, compassion, and heroism that remind us that there is nobility, decency, and love at the core of our being. Increasing numbers of people see the need to somehow contribute their own efforts to social, political, economic, and environmental peace and harmony. Author Paul Hawken, in his Blessed Unrest, reports that there are over one million NGOs (non-government organizations) currently devoted to working on poverty, sanitation, health care, fair trade agriculture, and so on. Often against seemingly overwhelming odds and circumstances, people are reaching deep within themselves, striving to connect with “something” in order to better their lives and the lives of their neighbors.

Disaster and dire circumstances are often the teachers that wake us up to the fact that something has to change. It would be nice if this wasn’t true, but it is. Most of us would like to live our lives and go about our business without too much hassle or distraction. But, as John Lennon put it, “Life is what is happening when you are making other plans.” Life intervenes, things get in our way and we are forced to awaken from the hypnotic trance and slumber of our own routines. We then try our best to meet the tests and challenges that face us. But do we have the focus and fortitude to know what to do? How do we overcome our own negative emotions that can sabotage our efforts and lead us back into the same old mess or worse? How do we center ourselves and learn to become skillful in making changes for ourselves? And, looking around us and seeing that our happiness is intimately connected to the happiness of others, how do we develop the wisdom and skillfulness to create positive and lasting change in the world around us?

That is what this book is about. Becoming Buddha is devoted to helping you find the inner resources that will make it possible for you to not be overwhelmed with sadness, despair, frustration, anger, or inertia. It is about changing your life from within and then reaching out to change the world around you. For, as you tap into the inner resources that you already have, new possibility begins to show through the apparent solidity of the oppressive and depressing illusion of a troubled world. And in the realm of possibility, change – no matter how small – has its effects. No good thought, gesture, or act is ever wasted and will slowly but assuredly bring about the changes that each of us, as humans, wants to experience and share with those we love.

What We Want…

There probably isn’t a human being on this planet who doesn’t wish to have a happy life. Although happiness can mean different things to different people, some of the more commonly shared aspirations are to feel safe, have shelter and enough to eat and drink, to be with people you love and who love you, and to enjoy all of these in an atmosphere that is peaceful. And yet, so many on this planet do not feel safe, live in makeshift or inadequate shelter, have little to eat and unfit water to drink, and are always looking over their shoulder.

The ideals we all wish for, the dire conditions many on this planet find themselves in, and any number of variations between these two extremes, come about for reasons that are largely of our own making, whether we intend them or not. Some of the causes of the world’s ills are glaringly obvious, and it would be comforting to think that with a few free elections, a few corporate shake-ups, and a call to higher ideals, the wrongs of the world could be righted. But such simple solutions are rarely sufficient, because the causes of human suffering are many and intricate, and form interlinked chains of events that can be traced back to the dawn of human existence. Some have ventured to scan the annals of history and look at the lives and legacies of political, religious, and military leaders, who used their charisma or force to take what some would say was more than their fair share. Such leaders often passed what they had on to their children, lineage, or clan until, over time, the original reason for them being rich and powerful was lost under a mantle of legitimacy born of privilege.

One of the many problems with such analyses is that they usually depress most and anger some – neither state of mind being particularly useful in mustering what is needed to take things in a different direction. In the end, what is going to make the greatest difference – what is going to be the spark or catalyst for creating a world where we can achieve the ideals to which we all aspire – begins with our minds. For it is the clarity or the confusion of our minds that leads us to pick up a pen, march in the street, or shoulder a gun.

Where to Start: Heart and Mind

In the East, “mind” is the connection between the head and the heart – with the master of the two being the heart. When the full power of the mind is awakened – as we gradually awaken from the slumber of our habits, and from our confining superstitions and beliefs about the world and how it is or how it should be – anything is possible. We become wiser and our compassion deepens. Inevitably, we become conscious and engaged. Positive change, even revolution, in any field of human endeavor, be it in the social, political, scientific, or spiritual domain, has come about through the efforts of those with minds informed and fueled by wisdom and compassion, who have transformed their worlds and inspired new ways of seeing and being. Such people have shaken, and sometimes even brought down, the fortresses of the powerful.

If we want to live in a land of freedom, if we want to see conditions in which the needs of all our brothers and sisters are met, we need to develop free minds. Neither external freedom (freedom from entrenched power structures and from such conditions as sickness, poverty, and warfare) nor internal freedom (freedom from the habitual mind that narrows our vision and in turn breeds the host of problems we face both within and without) is easily won. Both require commitment, diligence, and vigilance. Both require time to change. To want change, to create the causes and conditions for change to happen and to become lasting, is no small task, and we must surely celebrate the victories that are made along the way. When we see a tyrannical regime fall, a corporation restructured in accordance with wiser and more compassionate ideals, or social services provided to the disfranchised: all of these are testimony to the hard work – both internal and external – done by individuals pursuing our basic human desire to see good in the world.

However, creating a society where a sufficient number of people are attuned to the needs of the many, and who undertake to safeguard whatever changes for the collective good are attained, requires widespread attention to and appreciation of the unlimited potential of the awakened mind. In the final analysis, it is the awakening of this potential and the freedom that we experience from within that matter to us most. And, in times like these which seem so dark and uncertain, it will be our inner strength that points us in a new direction, will provide the inspiration, ideas, and resourcefulness to create a more positive future for us all. Toward this end, and as a part of the awakening of this potential within us, we need to create a valued tradition of wisdom that in turn produces holistically minded citizens who are both spiritually attuned to their higher, ultimately good nature and able to function positively, powerfully, and with purpose amid the ambiguity and messiness of everyday life.

Based on years of my personal practice and studying the world’s great wisdom traditions, the teachings of the Buddha stand out because they are extensive, well documented, and have been practiced in an unbroken fashion since the time of the Buddha himself. This does not mean that everyone needs to become Buddhist. For in truth, the methods that the Buddha taught can easily be adapted to and will amplify the benefits of whatever wisdom tradition one chooses to follow.

Cultivating Consciousness

No book could possibly examine every detail of the complex and interconnected issues in our world that need attending to. However, it is possible to focus on the inner resources that we, as individuals, can cultivate in order to meet the challenges of addressing these issues. This is the sole purpose of this book. Within the teachings of the Buddha, there are time-tested methods that anyone may easily use to become what I shall call throughout a conscious, engaged activist.

The most important word in this phrase is “conscious,” for in truth, no matter how oblivious we are to our world, we are engaged and we do act. As we have a body, where we put it in space matters. Once we are born and inhabit a body, we stand on the ground and we are identified as partisan, on one side or the other of this or that. We cannot escape this. If we stand silently behind those who wave guns and perpetrate crimes against others, even if we never pick up a gun ourselves, but try to ignore, even dissociate ourselves from being “one of them,” there will be those who will identify us as part of the crowd that supports the gun-toters.

Our only option, therefore, if we are no longer to feel that we are the victims of circumstance or the capriciousness of our times, is to become conscious – to make conscious choices, no matter how imperfect, and accept and live with the consequences of those choices. At least then we will have tasted freedom and will be able to stand taller in the face of the challenges that life will inevitably place before us. This foundation of becoming more awake and conscious in our engagement with the world will only grow and mature with time. It is the bedrock of our freedom.

These reflections, and what I am to present throughout these pages, are expressed in a language that comes from my training in the teachings of the Buddha. However, their essence is to be found in the words and deeds of the Founding Fathers of the country in which I live: the United States. In the last Age of Enlightenment, a group of people came together not only to secure their independence from what they perceived as a tyrannical authority, but also to create a form of government and governing that would avoid the pitfalls of emerging states throughout the course of history. Much of what they said and wrote reflects a profound appreciation of education and of the awakening of our inner resources as the most important safeguards for an emerging democracy. As such, the United States has always stood as a country founded on higher, enlightened ideals. This, at least, is the persona of America that makes others in the world reach out to her. In recent years, there has been growing dismay at American actions, especially with respect to foreign policy and corporate meddling, and the dream of America seemed dimmer. Most recently, there is at least the appearance in an emerging administration that America is more actively reaching towards its ideals once more.

However, it is not my intention in this book to cast the United States either as an embodiment of an ideal or, conversely, as a country that has not lived up to an ideal. As an American, I shall simply, from time to time, draw on examples of American history, recent and more distant, in addressing issues that individuals and collectives need to be aware of in seeking to create positive social and political transformation. For it is my belief that the teachings of any philosophy or spiritual tradition can remain alive only if they can be made relevant in the context of our day-to-day lives and realities. Even my own teacher, His Holiness Kunzig Shamar Rinpoche, teaches that if we are going to make use of the wisdom and compassion that the Buddha knows is within us, we need to know our roots, our own mundane history so that in whatever land we reside, we can make a life that builds on rather than repeats history.

In reading Becoming Buddha, it is my wish that the reader will find in these pages the strength and resourcefulness to both deepen and awaken to their own innate potential, not only for their own personal benefit, but also to go further and use their body and mind for the benefit of each and every being that they meet. For true contentment and peace will only be attained when what brings us contentment and peace is shared.

A Bit of Personal History…

Kunzig Shamar Rinpoche’s insistence that along with spiritual practice we should study and learn the lessons of our own collective history has become poignantly obvious in my own personal journey to becoming a conscious, engaged activist.

In August of 2002, my wife Melanie and I were traveling and teaching in Europe, more specifically in Germany and England. Staying with friends who have a keen interest in current affairs in Germany and having access to cable TV at our UK hotel, we were caught by images of American aircraft carriers and troops being moved to the Persian Gulf. Our friends and people we met on the street all had the same question: When was America going to invade Iraq?

Upon returning home to California, Melanie and I tuned into national radio and TV networks, and looked in the papers to try to find anything that would let us know when the war would begin. Oddly, there was no mention of troop deployment, or of aircraft carriers in the Persian Gulf. As a frequent guest on local talk radio, I went on the air and brought up this matter with the host and callers. No one knew what I was talking about. As far as the locals were concerned, sanctions against Iraq were still in place and the IAEA was still inspecting for weapons. Callers said I was paranoid, just another wacko-liberal who hated the president – which to them meant hating America.

April 2003 rolled around and America was in the air and over the ground in Iraq. And, at the time of writing, the US troops are still there: over 4,000 casualties, tens of thousands of mentally and physically debilitated, and the lowest estimates of Iraqi civilian casualties in the hundred of thousands.

After the debacle and the appointment of a faux-president by the US Supreme Court in 2000, I had finally begun to awaken from a slumber that most Americans were lulled into over the years. Because of the ideals Americans were raised to believe were the foundations of their nation, I think that most of us naively thought or hoped that our leaders would embody those ideals. Perhaps this has been the case from time to time. But, in most of the world and over the course of the longer history of many other nations, the average person on the street has enough common sense to accept that their elected officials are more or less corrupt and that money and power are behind the moral and religious justifications and other rationalizations they use for changes of policies, and expanding their might or influence in the world, peacefully or otherwise. At the end of his presidency, the late Dwight Eisenhower gave a chilling speech warning US citizens of the impending rise of a “military industrial complex.” I remember in the ’60s that this term was bandied about, and became the enemy of the counter-culture and peace movements of the time. Watergate, the end of the war in Vietnam and the election of a decent religious man, Jimmy Carter, seemed to be beacons of promise, a correction of course for a US government and popular hubris that seemingly gave us permission to do anything we wanted to do wherever and whenever. But in recent times, the hubris of ideologues has once again become a dominant feature of the American political and social landscape.

It’s not that I was not conscious of these events going on around me. Indeed, I would say I prided myself in being conscious. I was one of the thousands of Americans and western Europeans who were opening their minds and hearts through eastern religious, philosophical, medical, and martial art traditions. I had my guru. I did my daily meditations. I was getting in touch with who I was. I was focusing on engaging in each moment with clarity; in my work and in my relationships. And I was dedicating the gathering of this insight and strength, in the words of many Buddhist prayers, “for the benefit of all sentient beings.” In terms of worldly concerns, as a social worker and professional massage therapist whose interests lay outside of the conventional and would aptly be described as holistic, most of my attention to the practical realities of life on this planet had to do with food production and distribution, the availability and quality of health care, population control, and the growing burden of consumer demand on a planet whose biosphere was under assault by a species unwilling to properly regulate its thirst for more and cheaper right now.

I was aware that each of these concerns had a political dimension – and I was actively involved in supporting and promoting legislation intended to help in these matters that have been the core of the work that my wife and I have done for over a quarter of a century. But I was not so sensitive or alert to the actual political process and reality of my own country. Whilst I was aware of the pain and suffering being wreaked on the planet by tyrants, despots, and greedy corporations, I, myself, was living in a bubble – a well-protected, relatively pain-free insulated bubble of privilege; a white, upper-middle class reality. For certain there were moments of pain: the death of a daughter, of parents, accidents, difficulties in my marriage, financial woes, etc. But, on the sunny central coast of California where the weather is relatively warm all of the time and the surf is always up, I did not fear going out of my front door. I was not facing the possibility that my wife or son would be kidnapped for ransom. I did not need to develop the spiritual resolve to accept that a suicide bomber might blow me and my neighbors up at a local farmers’ market. We were sending our used clothes off to those suffering from the tsunami of 2004, but I did not have to contend with the possibility of finding my house and livelihood smashed to bits. The realities of such events were far away. Unbeknownst to even myself, when it came to such matters, I had – in the words of the late ’60s rock bards, Pink Floyd – “become comfortably numb.”

Following the 2000 election, watching live the falling of the Twin Towers on September 11th, 2001, and finally the US administration’s manipulation of facts to justify a war that has clearly benefited the likes of Lockheed, Haliburton, and other “military-industrial” giants, I could no longer keep silent. And, having written so much in the past, it felt natural to write what I was feeling about these events. I was also inspired to read more about my country’s history. Based on my own training under the guidance of various Buddhist meditation masters, I took this political awakening and this new information and wrote The Buddha at War: Peaceful Heart, Courageous Action in Troubled Times.

In writing The Buddha at War, I was at once trying to develop for myself and others a sense of path; a roadmap with practices that one could employ to develop a peacefulness that was not merely passive, but would inspire one to wholeheartedly embrace methods and actions to bring about a global community founded on sanity and mutual respect. Over the years, I have watched those who were at one time interested in peace and change fall by the wayside in despair, anger, or disgust. At one end of the spectrum are depression and suicide, whilst at the other end there is a self-justified insulation where “my peace” or “my enlightenment” or “my piece of prosperity and property” become the limits of one’s vision. Somewhere in between these extremes, I foresee an ability to develop spirituality with a backbone; a willingness to truly step out into the world, to either make a difference or at least plant seeds so that in the future, such transformation has some solid roots from which to emerge.

The Buddha at War was completed before the 2004 US presidential election. At that time, my agent Bob Silverstein sent out the manuscript to those book companies in the US which he thought had an interest in either spirituality in general or Buddhism more particularly. The book was intended to have a mass appeal for those thirsty to see how they could transform their fears of terrorism, war, and growing climate instability, and the despair, anger, mistrust, and disgust for numbers of world governments and corporations devoted to power, acquisition of wealth and self-aggrandizement, by using the time-tested methods offered by the historical Buddha over 2,500 years ago. We also thought it would appeal to those more familiar with Buddhism in general.

No American publisher wanted to take the book. There were two reasons given. First, it was said that I did not have a large enough platform (i.e. popularity) to attract enough buyers for the work. Secondly, the more Buddhist publishers said that talking about political and social realities in relation to Buddhism just wouldn’t sell. And, even if people were somewhat interested, after John Kerry won the 2004 election, the fire and fury in the belly of most would subside. The American Buddhist population could then – once again – go back to sleep, and read more benignly about mindfulness, whether dogs had Buddhanature, and other such pleasantries.

Of course, John Kerry did win the 2004 election. It did not matter. The US presidential race was once again stolen with little overt dissent. The war in the Middle East continued to escalate. As if they too had awakened from their slumber, every Buddhist magazine began to feature one if not several articles focusing on war, major social and political issues and how they can be looked at with respect to Buddhist practice. And responding to the Buddhist community and the world at large, now there are many teachers who have written books devoted to these thorny issues.

Fortunately for me, I decided to go outside the bubble and contacted Michael Mann, the editor-in-chief of Watkins Publishing in London. He got what I was writing and why. And he wanted it. The title, The Buddha at War, which made many a fainted-hearted Buddhist shiver or express consternation, was the title we decided to go with. It was also the title my own beloved teacher, His Holiness Kunzig Shamar Rinpoche, saw as a good one; one that would grab a larger audience and speak of the issues of war and injustice that more and more around the world are trying to grapple with in order to avoid calamities of epic proportions in the future.

With the success of this book, Michael approached me with another project that he wanted me to consider. What followed was my book, The Wisdom of The Buddhist Masters: Common and Uncommon Sense. What The Buddha at War spelled out in terms of developing a personal practice for cultivating peace, sanity, and a willingness to act, was translated into words from teachers who were willing to be more specific and help us, with their wisdom eye, to look closely at the issues of the day.

The Buddha at War was immensely successful and quickly sold out its first edition. The only complaints I really received about the book were that it was not about war. People really wanted to hear about Buddhists at war. Perhaps I should have cleared up this misnomer early on it the text. But I did not.

In his wisdom, I believe that Watkins figured that as The Buddha at War was a prequel to The Wisdom of The Buddhist Masters, there could also be a sequel; that is, once people had heard what the nine masters had to say, they would need help with the next step – to become the conscious, engaged activists needed to step forward in these troubled times.

So, here it is, Becoming Buddha: Awakening the Wisdom and Compassion to Change Your World, the second, but expanded edition of The Buddha at War. Along with the Prologue and this expanded Introduction, I shall refine a few points in the original edition, bring the reader more up to speed historically, and add a new chapter devoted to the development of a conscious, engaged society along with a new Appendix. My new chapter on an enlightened society could not have been possible had it not been for the inspiring interview I did for The Wisdom of The Buddhist Masters with Bonpo teacher, Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche. Thus I want to thank Rinpoche for his inspiration for this chapter.

Beyond Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, there are many people in my life I wish to thank for inspiring this project. Inspiration comes from both negative and positive sources. Each has the potential to draw us out and meet our world.

Thus it is that I would first like to thank President George W. Bush. Over the last thirty years, I have had periods where I would spend “dream time” with US presidents Carter and Clinton. During the debacle of the 2000 election, I met Al Gore in a dream and asked him how he could have lost what should have been such a commanding lead. Soon after that dream, I met George W. Bush in another dream. He walked by me, grabbed me by the testicles and squeezed. I vowed not to go and visit him again (I have – but that is another story). Without the illegitimacy of the 2000 and 2004 US presidential elections and the blatant corruption that led up to and ensured his assuming the office of President, I would not have been roused from and pushed past my normal “comfort zone” of being only semi-informed and partially engaged when it came to the election of my officials. Through watching the hubris of Bush’s administration and the resulting debacle in Iraq I became inspired to look into the history of power and its abuse in my own country and at the wisdom of the Founding Fathers; and I was inspired also to appreciate the work of such modern presidents as John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Jimmy Carter, and Bill Clinton.

I was also compelled to look more deeply into the teachings of such dear friends and beloved masters as His Holiness The XIVth Kunzig Shamar Rinpoche, The Venerable Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, The Venerable Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, and Lama Ole Nydahl, in order to see how their words and living examples could be applied to meet the current social and political climate in the US and the world in general. Without such great masters, I would not have had a compass with which to navigate the murky waters of such relative and mundane matters affecting us all. Add to this mix the polar opposites in media pundits Rush Limbaugh, Michael Moore, Ann Coulter, and Rachel Maddow. May all the living teachers, leaders, talkshow hosts, and satirists who have inspired me in this endeavor live long, healthy, and meaningful lives.

My appreciation also goes to Bob Silverstein of Quicksilver Books, who continues to inspire me to think bigger and act bolder in my writing projects. Also to Michael Mann of Watkins Publishing who had the vision to see the long-range benefit of this effort.

Most importantly, I wish to thank my Beloved, Melanie. At Christmas 2003, she gave me a pewter embossed dragon pen with a card that said she wanted to support my writing of this book. Melanie, you are forever my true muse, my inspiration, and the source of all wisdom that graces me.

May the fruition of all of the effort and inspiration that has gone into this book bear fruit in the creation of conscious, engaged activists who feel greater freedom, joy, and possibility in their hearts and minds to seek and work for the changes that all of us have the potential to enjoy.

Robert Sachs
San Luis Obispo, CA


CHAPTER  1 :

A Call to Action in a Dark Age

“We have nothing to fear, but fear itself.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt, former US President

Buddhist masters say that we are in a “Dark Age.” In my twenty-five years of studying with many Tibetan lamas and Rinpoches (“Rinpoche” is a Tibetan title meaning ‘Precious One’ given to especially wise and revered lamas), mention has been made time and again of this fact, and what it means. When I and many other Western students born in affluent nations first heard this, it was hard to imagine what such teachers meant by “Dark Age.” We had our own ideas and images spawned by history classes on medieval Europe: a land infested with disease-ridden rodents scurrying about infecting millions of our ancestors with the Black Death. In the latter part of the twentieth century, as this sort of thing wasn’t happening (at least not to our friends and neighbors), most of us thought existentially – that the “Dark Age” must refer to being caught up in the morass of our own confusion. That seemed bad enough.

However, the world is a much bigger place than your own back yard. To remind us of that, a good friend and Buddhist teacher, Lama Ole Nydahl, in his yearly travels around the globe, would suggest to students who came to him for personal interviews with the hope of being liberated from their personal miseries, that they should spend a week reading the International Herald Tribune. A week later, having acquired a new perspective on the world, fueled by the reality of the ongoing atrocities that we humans seem inclined to inflict upon each other and our environment, the students would then be told to look more closely at what they saw as “suffering” in their lives.

A Climate of Fear

Having traveled a bit myself, I have seen Lama Ole’s approach as both clever and useful. However, since 9/11 and the falling of the Twin Towers in New York, a bubble protecting the Western psyche in the more privileged states of Europe and America has been forever and irreparably shattered. The illusion of safety, the illusion that the suffering in the world was not so bad or at least – if one were to be more selfish about it – not happening to “us,” came crashing down. With this veil ripped from our eyes, the realities of terrorism, nuclear proliferation, political and economic injustices, AIDS, and the ongoing and escalating numbers of wars worldwide seem more vivid. No matter what spin is placed on these realities that our planet is going through at this period of history, they have become part of our daily diet of news.

According to some of the more apocalyptic traditions of the West, we are living in the end of days. Armageddon is near. We somehow slipped through the noose of the year 2000, when it was predicted that all computers would crash, and some even anticipated that a global cataclysm would ensue, and that a blessed few would ascend to the “kingdom on high.” Nevertheless, a mentality encouraged by the real possibility of tragedy – a horrible end to it all – looms over us. This mentality is rooted in fear. In its least insidious expression, it makes us overly cautious, makes us shrink away from possibility and joy. As it eats away at our confidence and narrows our vision, we may experience paralysis, and some of us may become anxious or depressed.

For others, a feeling of despair may set in that in turn encourages myopic, black-and-white solutions to complex problems in our immediate lives and in the wider world. If such desperation leads us to espouse some form of fundamentalist religious persuasion – a trend that is sweeping the globe – or to take up arms, in order to wipe out the perceived sources of our discomfort, the engine driving such views and actions is always the same: fear.

Yet as dire as this all sounds, Tibetan Buddhist masters encourage us not to lose heart. Why? Because, according to them, such Dark Ages have happened before and, over the millions of years to come, will no doubt happen again. More to the point, these masters encourage us to look at what causes a Dark Age in the first place. They direct us to look at both external (in the world and cosmic) and internal (personal and psychological) causes. I shall address such matters in due course, especially as they apply to the phenomenon of war. For now, though, I wish to convey what lessons and information I have received from Tibetan masters that allow me to be cautiously optimistic even in the midst of this Dark Age. I say “cautiously” not because I have my doubts about what these masters have said but because a cautious mindfulness is very useful in helping us to move forward. Even in the current atmosphere, with biological terror and nuclear devastation as real possibilities, I have confidence in their message that we have gotten through such times before and can do so again. The risks are high, but they are not insurmountable.

The Time We Live In: Our Dark Age

Buddhist cosmology is vast in scope, embracing cycles of time that span hundreds, thousands, even millions of years. There are eras, ages, and epochs. In the 5th century BCE the Buddha Shakyamuni is said to have gazed into the future and, according to some Buddhist teachers, seen our own period as an age of decay in which mental, degenerative, and auto-immune illnesses would plague humanity. He saw it as a time of difficulty and strife.

However, many of us who were in our late teens and early twenties in the late 1960s were told that we were entering into the “Age of Aquarius,” a time of love and light. Assuming we set any store by the predictive astrology of our own heritage, how can these two prognosticated realities – the “Dark Age” and the “Age of Aquarius” – exist side by side? Whatever happened to “flower power?” The answer for me came in a lecture given in 1978 by a Canadian Tibetan Buddhist teacher named Namgyal Rinpoche. In a presentation given to his students and the general public in London, Namgyal Rinpoche spoke at length about the Age of Aquarius. For many of us, being starry-eyed budding Buddhists, what he said was shocking as well as depressing. What I present in this chapter is an elaboration of what the Rinpoche said that day. My intention is to flesh it out to present a fuller vision of what, I can now see, he wanted us to look at and prepare for – and which, it seems to me, is in fact coming to pass.

An alternative Age of Aquarius

Namgyal Rinpoche said that we are, indeed, in the Age of Aquarius. That is to say, we are in an age that has the potential to see a total transformation of society toward more enlightened values and actions. Love and light can reign in such an age. It can be everything that every utopian, peacenik, beatnik, hippy, and spiritual aspirant would like it to be. However, the Rinpoche also described an alternative Age of Aquarius that looks more like the apocalyptic vision I presented earlier. This version of the Aquarian Age is what Chinese philosophers would call “interesting times,” in which a high level of uncertainty and chaos is prevalent. Traditional social structures and cultural mores are shown to be obsolete or out of step with the demands of current times. One example is overpopulation, how it impacts and overwhelms current social infrastructures and support networks and challenges religious beliefs that procreation is God’s will. This may seem exciting to some – a time of opportunity when the shackles of the past and parochialism can be cast off and we can then grow and express ourselves in new and unprecedented ways. But, for those with fewer material or emotional resources, such times can be tremendously challenging, if not downright frightening.

Those frightened by what they saw around them in such a period – and a good many people would be – could exhibit an extreme range of habitual, reactionary responses as they sought to survive materially and emotionally. At one extreme, with the social and cultural doors barely hanging by their hinges, some might find within themselves a rebellious, even anarchistic side that seeks to throw all caution to the wind and to live as if there were no past or future, only the present – a Generation X and a culture with a more lax view on drugs, alcohol, promiscuity, and so on. Such a reaction is not to be mistaken for a more “Zen” approach to life. In fact, in a more bohemian, hedonistic “me-first” lifestyle, consciousness, conscientiousness, and conscience are bypassed in favor of intoxication, where self-indulgence and entertainment-seeking are paramount. This starts with the mind-dulling pabulum we feed our young in the form of Teletubbies and other visual valium, and the behavioral morphine we ingest to buy into a more-is-always-better lifestyle, which numbs the senses and blocks out visions of poverty, starvation, war…

On the other hand, and almost at the exact opposite extreme, others might respond to the uncertainty of the times by shrinking back and seeking security, stability, and predictability, expressed in a fear of stepping outside one’s front door, the need to rely on dogmatic, circumscribing faiths, or believe unswervingly in well-crafted and spun political rhetoric.

As if to answer the demands and challenges of these polar responses, social structures and institutions become super-bureaucratized and over-regulated, with more permits, laws, and restrictions in completing even the simplest of tasks to rein in the radicals and provide a sense of stability for the fearful. In this alternative vision of the Age of Aquarius, individual needs and personal expression take second place to a tendency for government bodies and mega-corporation interests to suppress and to dominate, in order to create the illusion of stability.

As fear dominates the psyche and security becomes the imperative of the majority of public and private power brokers and of the citizens they govern, there must also be belief systems that are simple and promise stability. Some may seek out the well-marketed New Age-type ideologies that make utopian promises and offer a “mother ship” to return to. Others may turn to living out their own wants and dreams vicariously through the lives of a plethora of TV and movie stars and other marketed heroes and heroines. The truth is, however, that in uncertain times the majority want beliefs that are based in a black-and-white reality so that, again, they can know where they stand. For many, such beliefs may take the form of religious fundamentalism as the religious equivalent of a secular order obsessed with bureaucracy, regulation, damage containment, and control.

Sadly as history has borne out time and again, all of these conditions can come together to create the perfect atmosphere for the emergence of despots and tyrants. Capitalizing on fear is an old human tradition. It is, in fact, the main ingredient in leading people into armed conflict against one another. As the late Nazi commander Hermann Goering aptly put it:

“Why of course the people don’t want war. Why should some poor slob on a farm want to risk his life in a war when the best he can get out of it is to come back to his farm in one piece? Naturally, the common people don’t want war…That is understood. But, after all, it is the leaders of the country who determine the policy and it is always a simple matter to drag the people along, whether it is a democracy, or a fascist dictatorship, or a parliament, or a communist dictatorship. Voice or no voice, the people can always be brought to the bidding of the leaders. That is easy. All you have to do is to tell them they are being attacked, and denounce the peacemakers for lack of patriotism and exposing the country to danger. It works the same in any country.”1

As dire as all of this may sound, even if this is truly to be our planet’s future, Namgyal Rinpoche was not wholly pessimistic. Of the two alternatives for the Age of Aquarius, the Rinpoche did not have much confidence that the utopia of love and light promised by the pop culture would be what emerged. Rather, he saw the coming of the darker version – but with pockets of light. Even in such circumstances, all joy and possibility would not be absent. The opportunity for growth and transformation would still be there, though not on the scale that our early Aquarian “pioneers” envisioned. The wisdom traditions and the possibilities for enlightened ways of being would continue to exist, but would manifest as pockets or beacons of light. Such places or groups of individuals committed to enlightened possibility would be small, and would attract those who had enough space in their hearts and minds to see through or beyond the marketed and media-based visions of reality. In such communities, the growth and awakening of consciousness would be intense and rapid.

Following the ancient oriental principle of a balance of forces, what has a front also has a back. The bigger the front, the bigger the back. In the midst of darkness – in the midst of mediocrity, sickness, poverty, and warfare – there is possibility. And as dark as the future might look, the pockets of brightness would be of equal intensity, albeit at first sight somewhat veiled.

Looking at the evidence of what is happening in the world around us, it appears that Namgyal Rinpoche’s vision is coming to pass. We have seen the consolidation and bureaucratization of a united Europe; the Patriot Act and the evident erosion of constitutional rights in the United States; the machinations of affluent nations and the IMF toward the establishment of a homogenous, well controlled global economy fine-tuned under the watchful eye of multinational corporations; the familiarity, yet confusion, we now all have for the term jihad; the proliferation of religious TV and radio stations juxtaposed to such grotesque and banal reality-TV offerings as Survivor, Temptation Island, and Fear Factor; and the media obsession with telling us all the down-and-dirty details about our superheroes. And at the same time, we have seen the gradual, organic emergence of holistic and environmentally-conscious living, against a background of growing interest in Eastern and more esoteric spiritual and healing traditions.

Around the time that Namgyal Rinpoche was conveying his vision of the Age of Aquarius, from the mid-1970s to early 1980s, other Tibetan teachers began to address global and political issues that many students wished they could forget. The rather messy end to the war in Vietnam; the escalation of the “War on Drugs” and battles with drug cartels; a succession of oil crises over the last thirty years that can not be separated from Western policy and growing unrest in the Middle East; the increase in airplane hijackings and terrorist attacks worldwide; and the climaxing of Cold War tensions that would eventually lead to the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the ensuing chaos of a Europe in transition – these were just some of the political and historical factors that Tibetan teachers saw as challenging the seeming promise of Western democracy and freedom.

Shambhala: The enlightened realm

In the early and mid-1980s, perhaps because in their great wisdom they perceived the need, His Holiness the Dalai Lama and other great Tibetan spiritual masters began to offer for the first time in the West public teachings and empowerment ceremonies of Kalachakra, the tantric Buddha. At the same time, the late Ven. Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche introduced teachings and training in the way of Shambhala. The Kalachakra teachings are considered the pinnacle of Buddhist thought and practice. Their goal is to create powerful beings free of illusion and focused on the benefit of all. They are the basis of all Buddhist tantra and the core teachings that inspire the enlightened citizenry of Shambhala.

Tibetan Buddhist tradition teaches that Shambhala is – for lack of a better word – a “supernatural” realm, or a more spiritual/etheric plane of existence that is around us on this planet, although we cannot see it. It is a realm of nobility and honor; a society governed by enlightened principles. It is believed that emissaries from Shambhala visited the Buddha and requested that he come to their realm to teach. He consented, and seeing the advanced and gentle ways of the Shambhalians, manifested himself and taught in the tantric form of Kalachakra, the Deity of Time.

Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, who was also known as Lord Ösel Mukpo, an emissary of Shambhala, teaches that there have been times when the realm of Shambhala has had a direct impact on humanity. The Samurai tradition of Japan; the Magyar warrior class of Hungary; and the legacy of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table were considered by Lord Mukpo to be direct links to Shambhala. Chögyam Trungpa/Lord Mukpo gave direct teachings toward the establishment of what is now a non-denominational meditation organization worldwide called Shambhala Training.

Other teachers who gave teachings on the Kalachakra ceremonies also made claims about Shambhala’s role in relation to planet Earth. What they said is that the Earth is a unique planet, where humanity has a suitable environment to work with its innate potential to transform itself and awaken the love, wisdom, and compassion, which are hallmarks of what Buddhism defines as enlightenment. As such, the Shambhalians consider Earth to be too precious to allow it to annihilate itself. According to this tradition, the Shambhalians are in a sense our local, invisible guardians, watching what we do, periodically interceding in earthly events when the stakes are too high. Although no teacher I have met has ever been specific about these interventions in modern times, I often have wondered about the abrupt end to the first Gulf War in the early nineties and whether there was some Shambhalian influence in the matter. Furthermore, although we may view our current world situation as dire, it is predicted that the trend toward fundamentalism in both its Eastern and Western forms will continue for another two centuries. The Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, a contemporary Tibetan Buddhist master of incomparable insight, once commented that the times we are currently in will seem peaceful compared to the times we shall face over the next two hundred and fifty years as societies deteriorate, fundamentalist factions vie for superiority, and unrest grows. Then, at some time in the twenty-third century, it is predicted that the Shambhalians will once again intervene in earthly affairs to avert an all-out war between the fundamentalist factions.

We in the West have our own tradition of guardian angels and are used to hearing promises made from pulpits that all will be well. Some may think that such words are spoken primarily to keep attendance high and church coffers full. But perhaps there is more to these promises than we know. Similarly, it may just be that the words of Tibetan masters on the realm of Shambhala are there to let us know that we are not alone in the struggles that we go through, both within and among ourselves, and will not be abandoned to our baser and more negative impulses. Both visions, Christian and Buddhist, tell us that we are being watched and looked after. Hatred and war will not win, will not end us. Hatred is not at the heart of humanity. Buddhists take this even further by saying that the planet upon which we assume dominion is, by virtue of that dominion, centered around the force of love and our basic loving nature – what in Buddhism is termed bodhichitta, or “awakened heart.”

The teachings of the Buddha do not agree with those Christian sects that foresee Armageddon or an “end of days” scenario. No matter how dire, desperate, or dangerous the times might appear, the Buddha foresaw that we will not annihilate ourselves. But in order for the full potential of our loving nature to emerge victorious over our confusion and despair, we need to be willing and committed to do the work that needs to be done. The degree to which we ignore or put off that work is the degree to which sickness, poverty, and warfare will continue to manifest in the course of human history. In other words, even though at the most basic level all is well and the survival of humanity is assured by those who stand witness to our struggle, our future is up to us.

The inner struggle

This book has a lot to say about war. For those concerned about the current political climate, I will go on to discuss how to live with, work against, and, better still, transform the self-interested and government, corporate, or otherwise partisan-sanctioned aggression that seems so apparent in these times. But, more importantly, these pages will look at the deeper causes of conflict and war. In fact, this book is about the greatest of all wars, the war against the cause of all the worldly conflicts that we have had to endure since the dawn of humanity. It is the war that the Buddha himself fought: the war with the forces of darkness that are in each and every one of us. These forces – what in Buddhism are known as the “Three Poisons” of ignorance, attachment, and aggression – are reflected in our individual and collective thoughts, attitudes, emotions, and reactions, and are the root cause of our current Dark Age. They are the source of all our misery and mischief, whether it be in the form of personal suffering or excessive bureaucracy, the homogenization of culture to the point of global marketed mediocrity, religious fundamentalism, and the host of ways in which we torment our brothers, sisters, and fellow species on this planet we call home.

The Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche taught many years ago that the cosmic and external forces that appear as a Dark Age, and manifest as sickness, poverty, and warfare, are the result of the Three Poisons gathering as a cloud in each of our minds, and then gathering as one great stormcloud that covers us all in darkness. Whether the seemingly insurmountable external causes and conditions that we face are the result of a cosmic, divine, or human hand, it is the inner causes that need to be addressed. Once we are truly on a path of resolving and transforming these internal causes, the environmental and geopolitical chaos that we witness today will, in turn, begin to be resolved and transformed for the benefit of all. What is important to understand, however, is that working on the inner causes is always linked to working with the outer manifestations. They cannot be separated. We need to address the Three Poisons within ourselves and also simultaneously address them as they manifest in the world around us.

Conscious, Engaged Activism

Knowing that the Three Poisons are not who we really are and that at our core is a loving nature and “enlightenment-potential,” the Buddha offers his teachings – the Dharma – as the medicine to transform the “poisons” and our self-created attitudes and circumstances that stifle and nearly destroy the possibility of our awakening. The goal is to encourage and support us to wake up – to become conscious of our true nature and our intimate relationship with, and role in, the world around us – and to focus our thoughts and actions on behavior that contributes to a peaceful future and the wellbeing of others as well as ourselves. This is what I mean by conscious, engaged activism. It is altruism with teeth. The Buddha wants us truly to “be all that we can be” – spiritual warriors in whatever form or capacity we can fulfill. Until we have won the inner war against darkness and the Three Poisons within us, until each and every one of us has actualized our potential for enlightened living and our lives are wholly conscious and engaged, the Buddha’s gaze will not swerve: he and all those who serve as our guides and friends in this world, supporting our awakening, will remain at war.

For those who want to break free from the duality, inner turmoil, and partisanship that will only continue to polarize us and separate us from the common good that we seek, what follows are insights and tools from the Buddha’s teachings, which can help the reader to become a conscious, engaged activist – a spiritual warrior. For in times of strife and warfare, if we are to awaken, we have no choice but to become warriors. To strive for a lasting peace, to put an end to war and all else that haunts us, requires the courage to embark on the sublime and arduous spiritual path in order to end the warfare of confusion and conflicting emotions within us. If we can base our actions on a mind and heart transformed, the global transformation we seek will be set upon a lasting foundation. That is the purpose of this book.

We cannot escape the times that we live in. We cannot escape the truth that to be alive and acting in whatever way we do has consequences, whether we like it or not. If the saying is true that a butterfly flapping its wings in one place can cause a hurricane thousands of miles away, there are global consequences whenever we step outside our front door. This is not meant as a flippant ploy to swell the reader’s head with delusions of grandeur, or a means to goad us to do something against our will. It is just a simple, sobering reminder of our connection with each and every being. We are responsible to one another. It is not that we can make a difference, but that we do make a difference. The difference we make manifests in accordance with the choices we make.

In these dark times, we are being called to action. Our loving nature – the enlightened potential that the Buddha recognized as lying at our core of being – is calling us. For those willing to answer this call, there will be trying times. There will be tests along the way. These tests will often be very difficult. We may not pass some of them and have to try again and again. But in the end we shall not fail. For failure is not at the core of who we are.

1 Gustav Gilbert, Nuremberg Diary, Farrar, Strauss and Co., 1947. Recorded on April 18th, 1946.
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