




Altruism and the Practice of Peace as the Basis for Living in the City,

by Jason Espada

I have often thought that for a person to really do well living in the city they have to be moved by something more than self-interest.  If they're only looking out for themselves there's bound to be conflict, competition, a lot of struggle with other people.  I think what's needed for a person to truly be here, and to have the sense of a full life is instead to be concerned about other people, to feel what they feel and to take their interests to heart.

Living anywhere, but particularly in the city, we need to have kindness and much compassion.  This is true wherever we go, but especially here, to keep our sense of being related, to keep our own life in perspective, and to know what is actually important for us to do.  

With this kind of feeling for our place and everyone around us, we should take care of ourselves.  We should practice touching the ground of our being, what is most true, for our own sake, and for the sake of everyone else.

Many things can put you in touch with what is right about life; music, art, writing, taking breaks, going for a walk and looking at the sunlight, cinema, reading. I think peace is necessary to enjoy all these, and to keep ourselves intact, healthy, clear minded.  Whatever provides this for you needs to be kept up, nourished and maintained.  This is so important for all of our sake.

As human beings, we all have a great capacity to take care of each other and to heal that can be developed, but how do we keep in touch with this and keep it from being covered over, living as we do in this time and place?  Being here in the city we can see a lot of things we wouldn't see otherwise; street people, angry people, those who are self-absorbed, or those who are sick physically, or who are disturbed in some way; all the suffering and need.  

If we live with some awareness of what's going on around us, and if we read or watch the news, we have to ask, how can we live with so much that is wrong without just shutting down and then having to avoid a lot of what is here?  

To answer this we have to know basic psychology, and then follow what we need to do to take care of our health.  If we are not to live just blocking out the suffering that is in our lives, we will have to use a method that allows us to have the peace that is the foundation of clarity and understanding, and of our own health.  Then we will also be able to look at and deal with what is wrong.

We may like to consider that human beings have a certain inner tone when there is health.  If we are seeing, or listening to, or thinking about something that has the right tone, our own health can be made stronger, or we can be brought back into balance if we've gotten moved off.

On the other hand, seeing, or listening to, or reading about things that are themselves off can effect our own health.  Their tone is disruptive.  We can feel it.  In one way or another we have to ask:  what is the inner sound, or quality of this image, story, thought, or ad, or movie.  To ask this is the beginning of something that's necessary for our own health, and for the health of everyone we are connected to.

To see things as they are, the mind has to be peaceful, and the words and images that describe 'life out of balance' can have the effect of unsettling the mind, making it upset and unclear.  Reading about or seeing in an article or witnessing something that is disturbing has this effect by the same measure that what is being talked about or experienced is itself out of balance or far from who we are and how we should be.  To the extent that it is unnatural, distorted, we are effected by it.

Because only a superficial analysis can result from an agitated mind, something more than this kind of reaction is needed both for ourselves, and to see into reasons, causes, and for others who are our family, our world.  

In order for us not to be overwhelmed or shaken by what's wrong we need to live in such a way that allows us to strengthen our physical body and to heal and strengthen our emotional body and central nervous system.  Personally, I find that much quiet meditation is very helpful sometimes.  This is something necessary for me.  We should also keep in touch with ideas that strengthen us.

When our lives are based on peace, on being aware of what is not wrong, then we have a chance to be whole.  On the other hand, if all we are aware of is the anger in the world and the contempt that people show for their own and other human's dignity, then gradually our view of the world and of what life is will narrow; and we will also gradually become incapable of knowing and touching what we know to be true on the positive side, and drawing from these deeper resources we have for change.

Rather than immerse ourselves only in the view presented in the news, or in the some suffering experience and have all the unwanted effects of this, it is possible to go about living and having a whole mind if we first touch what is right, what is still beautiful to us, and that still has the effect of making us healthy.  We can be strengthened by this so much that we then can touch what is wrong, what is out of balance, even very much so, and not be harmed by it.  In fact we will still be able to quiet ourselves and look into the problem, the suffering, and we will still be able to keep our health intact, and more.

90/10

I once heard Thich Nhat Hahn speaking about health in a practice community.  He said if you take ninety people who are really doing well with their lives, doing something creative, feeling fulfilled, and you put in with them ten people who are unhappy, dissatisfied, or who need support, these ten unhappy people will be effected.  They will be transformed just by being around those other people who are doing well.

It wouldn't even be necessary to directly do something, but just by being in the presence of the people that are doing well, the others will be helped.

On the other hand, he said, if you take ninety people who are unhappy and try to put in with them ten who were happy, those ten will likely be brought down.  It will probably be too much for them, that environment.

When I heard this I thought it was true as an analogy as well.  And I think it was intended that way.  I think it's telling us something about the way our mind works, about the way we are as human beings.

In the same way, if we have mostly positive thoughts or feelings about what is good in life and we then introduce the awareness of a few things that are hard to look at by themselves, that have some hurt to them, if we do it this way, then we will be able to deal with whatever the problem is with our best self.  We will be able, strong enough to look, to work.

On the other hand, if we don't do this and if most of our thought and feeling is about what is wrong, say, 90% of the time, and we try to be aware perhaps only 10% of the time of a few things that are good, then even those few good things we will not be able to feel.  They will be overwhelmed and we will not be able to receive their benefit.

It is possible, as I think we all know from experience, to actually lose the capacity for a time to feel what is good in life.  When this happens we have little or nothing to draw from to bring to some problem or hurt in our life or the life of another person.  We can become temporarily unable to see, progressively unable to feel, and then even if something beautiful is right there next to us we would not be able to see it.

Our mind however can work in the other direction too.  When we become more aware of beauty, our capacity to be touched, to be influenced, to receive life can improve.  It becomes more than we would have thought.

And we should know that, just as what is wrong can have the effect of throwing us off balance, and the more wrong something is the more it has this effect, the opposite is also true- that what is 'right' can make us well, can bring us some inner peace, and the more right something is the more it has this effect.  This is why being in touch with a spiritual tradition, or person, can have so profound an effect, they are in accord.  

We should take care of the state of our mind, and to do this we have to monitor our own mind and see how things are effecting us.  What is the content of your thought over the course of a day?  It serves no purpose just to go over incidents of suffering in our thoughts if all we are is thrown off by them.  If we are to learn to keep the balance,  we have to see what effect different properties have on us.  Then we should know how to withdraw our mind when necessary and place our attention on something useful for a time.

Certain types of experiences can sustain us, and we should give them as much time as we need to be renewed and strengthened.

When we watch the effect that our thinking or reading, speaking or listening has on us, it's possible to try to keep a balance so that we will be able to contact the resources that we have.  We all have something of a great reservoir within us to draw from.

When we have the right balance we can touch all of life, and have a sound perspective.  Then it is possible to have the type of mind that can solve even difficult problems.  

What is needed for us is to be able to bring together the life we have that is balanced, that is good, our 'better self' and whatever is wrong or hurt in this life.  So we have to ask: Are we able to do this?, Are we able to bring these together, or do we become 'ungrounded' by the news or experience of something that is wrong?  If this is the case we have to first re-establish our connection, and gradually build up our strength until we are able to look and to work without losing this connection.  This is the only way to heal.

I find that if I immerse myself for a time in the writings of someone who is healthy, or in the experience of peace, or positive expression, then I feel strengthened by that; resiliant, and not completely thrown off by the news of what takes place in the world, in other people's thought and lives.  I can still find peace, and this is essential to keep myself intact, and to be able to feel things more deeply.  Then it is possible to do something worthwhile, 

to go in the direction of changing something for the better.

It's not often that we have no choice but to deal with something.  Usually we have some options.  Because we have some choice and the oppourtunity, we should experiment to see what works best for us.  This is mental hygene.

And it is so important to practice for ourselves, and on behalf of those who do not have the oppourtunity.  All our lives are connected.

In this life there is so much that is good.  This is basically a positive situation.  So we should be able to set down a problem like a piece of luggage, to give it a rest, and to appreciate life.  The peace I refer to then is life, it is fresh, it's nature is joy.

One note for those who consider themselves a cynic, or those who doubt: Whatever you experience is not separate from your own mind.  What happens when a person has doubt can be illustrated as follows: it's like a person who focusses only on one color, so much that they become temporarily unable to see another band of the spectrum.  Even if it were right there they wouldn't be able to see it.  This is how the mind can work.

A person can also learn to see color in a way that increases their health and ability to see and work with the entire spectum of light.  When a person learns to appreciate what is uplifting or beneficial, they find there is more here than they would have imagined.  

This seeing by itself doesn't make the problems go away, it's just that all of us have more here, much more that can be brought to bear on any situation; treasures of energy, creativity, intelligence and love, these sorts of things.

Of course, this shouldn't just stay on the level of thought.  You have to try these ideas out for yourself and see if they work for you.

We all have to deal with problems, difficulties, things that make us unhappy, there's no question about that.  What can vary though is how skillful we are in dealing with these situations, in dealing with what's not right.  How we choose to deal with these things can make all the difference in terms of our being able to effectively change something or bring something useful to the situation.

I know why people are depressed.  I know why people feel hopeless.  I know why people feel overwhelmed, and like they have to escape- it's because they have not yet learned to use their mind in a balanced way.  

I see affirmed again and again in my own experience and in the lives of other people:  we should keep a kind of balance so we can be strengthened by what's right, by what is good for us.  We do this by cultivating the peace that allows us to touch life.  Then we'll then have something to bring to the different situations we meet.

If we know how to do it, we can accomplish what has been called 'turning poison into medicine', or 'changing adverse circumstances into the path'.  This happens when we use an awareness of suffering as motivation to remove suffering, and contribute some happiness and peace to people's lives.  Then if we translate this motive into action, the harms we experience or witness will have served a useful purpose.  Our meeting with them will have been the cause of something positive.

This is using the force of life out of balance to bring balance, but to be practical, if we can, we should only be in touch with as much that's wrong as we are able to  transform.  This is the best way to take care.  And this is so necessary in these times.

Seeing the hurt, the aimless wandering, the avarice that people display, seeing this and seeing the connection between our own basic sanity, our own psychological freedom and all the lives we share, we will be even more determined to take care of ourselves as best we can, and to learn what is possible for us to do.  We see how important it is, how many lives are related to our own.

If we learn to have balance, to touch the peace and the good things that we have available to us first and let that have a priority, then what's wrong can be like a drop in an ocean.  We need to take advantage of what can actually sustain us all.  Then our perceptions can be true, and we will be able to offer something useful, for now and for the long term.


