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The imperfect and the beyond perfect, by Jason Espada

On a personal and social levels, as a human being, there are some things we must resist, and work to change.  None of us should accept unnecessary suffering in ourselves or in the world; none of us should accept injustice, or threats to our own and our children’s shared world; and none of us should accept war, especially now, with modern nations’ destructive capability.  Even if it means thinking ahead several generations, merely by virtue of being a human being, we absolutely have to work, and struggle to keep from becoming numb, or complacent.

There is so much need.  How then to live with ourselves, and with all that is unresolved?, and how to live in this world?  Where will we get the energy to work?  Do we need to turn our back on suffering to get what we need?  It is right at this juncture that I find a saving grace – like - aha - this world is not as simple as our thinking would have us believe.  

When we bring to mind pairs of words such as happiness and sadness, peace and war, satisfaction and dissatisfaction, contentment and discontent, it seems that such opposites cannot exist at the same time.  But in fact they can and do co-exist, and exploring this paradox can yield riches.

I’m just about finished reading the psychologist Robert Johnson’s book on contentment, which I’ve enjoyed, and which has led to these and a few other reflections.

When it comes to happiness, usually we think in either-or terms.  We are either dissatisfied, or we are satisfied.  We can’t possibly be both, can we?

Last week I wrote out some thoughts about what I called ‘neurotic dissatisfaction’.  It is the kind of mind that cannot be satisfied, no matter how many possessions or different kinds of experience such a person has.  It seems it’s gotten more common in our culture, for young people especially to become more and more quickly jaded, burned out,  sarcastic and disrespectful of just about everything.  

There is no happiness there, or satisfaction, or, it seems, the hope of satisfaction.  It’s a strange problem that needs profound work to change.

Just to be clear, when I refer to the possibility of being both satisfied and not satisfied at the same time, I’m not talking about the neurotically dissatisfied mind.

For people who are still capable of happiness, I realized that the things we are not and should not be happy with in life very much need the kinds of experience that ‘have light to them’.  These different experiences are available to us and they can and should co-exist in us.  They may have to be experienced first one then the other, at times so we can take care of ourselves, but ultimately they shouldn’t be kept separate.

I was thinking that the word ‘contentment’ doesn’t go far enough when talking about the good; the word ‘perfection’ doesn’t reach far enough either.  There are some things that I think of as really being beyond perfection.  What I mean is that sometimes, when we meet something great, with an open, fresh mind, the experience is more than we could ever have imagined it would be.  

Our conceptual mind cannot begin to contain the beauty, richness, healing power, joy and nourishment of – say, for example, a cloudy morning, the wind, a friendship, kind parents, great 

teachers, the existence of music or the shades of color we call green.

Such things as the beauty of that child, and your smile, and so much more feed us; they sustain our souls and make them healthy and robust.   When we put our mind entirely on such things, there is peace in meeting them, and we don’t - can’t possibly -  ask anything more of them.  How could I possibly ask anything more of a humming bird? – I’m astonished – I realize I could never even begin to conceive of something like this.  

These things have the feeling of being extraordinary gifts, so in that way we can say we are content with them.  There is necessary peace to be found here.  Such experiences are complete as they are, and more, they are overflowing, they move beyond themselves. They are life itself, and we all need to be in touch with these beyond-perfect things, for our own sake, for our family and friends sake, and for the sake of our communities and the greater world.

We each need nourishment, and nourishment is available.  Maybe though the problem is that we haven’t been taught to fully, rightly honor in our heart the sun, the wind, the earth, or friendships, arts, education, history or each other; maybe we haven’t been taught to fully, rightly honor the miracle of our own eyesight, our breath, and motion…

Maybe we each need to learn how to be with these things quietly, in an unhurried way, and in an open-hearted way, so that we can receive their gifts.  You can call it anything you like.  Personally, I call it contemplation, but that’s not quite it either for me.  It’s more like being with something and learning to be appreciative is being nourished by it.  The joy of being alive is here.  

Being in touch with the beautiful things, the life giving things is essential.  Then, for everything else that life is, for all the 10,000 

sorrows of the world, the benefit, the virtue of these gifts can continue.  Real benefit can continue in places where it is needed most.

In Buddhist terms, when you see only the suffering of the world, with no apparent way out, that is called ‘samsara’; when we see and experience only what is right, fine, pure, rich, unchanging, unmixed, undeluded, without affliction, peaceful, that is called ‘nirvana’; and when you are able to see and experience both at the same time, that is called ‘the realm of Buddha activity’, and it’s this last one, clearly, that this world needs more of.

One analogy for this is that we are able to hear two things at the same time, like music and a voice speaking, without the two obstructing each other in any way.  They co-exist in our perception, and they can influence each other as well.  So, for example, the quality of music (Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto, slow movement) can influence how a mother asks her teenaged son to clean up his room; or two people in dialogue can each influence each other’s tone and what is said.  They interpenetrate and effect each other.

Buddha activity arises, we can say, from a base of something perfect (or, more accurately, beyond perfect).  When in touch with suffering, compassion arises.  We respond to the world out of a heart of love, for as long as is needed.  This fundamental divine nature is touched by, and touches suffering, and is able to bring relief and transformation over time.

That which is vast, and made of light both retains its’ character, and at the same time is able to move, to touch, to influence, like light, like words, like rain.  Now isn’t that something?
