		

Pattern Thinking - Introduction

One night last year, a friend of mine was attacked, beaten and robbed by four teenagers.  She went to the hospital with a broken nose, a badly cut lip, and other injuries.  It could have been worse.  The same teenagers a few days later were arrested when they tried to rob someone else.

After talking on the phone with my friend, I did some writing, and when I got home I looked for some other things I had written a few years ago about compassion and responsibility.  These were written after reading an article in the San Francisco Examiner, by Bill Mandel, 'We Must Not Forget the Crime', that seemed to me to be using only superficial reasoning about crime, psychology and community.  I think he was repeating arguments that were heard often at that time.

In retrospect, while I still agree with much of what I had written in that first set, I now have the feeling that they are leaning a little too much toward sounding like they are saying 'no one is responsible for what they do', which is definitely not what I intended.  That would be abandoning one of the very places where ultimately change has to happen.

Since that time I've had the thought, 'everything is made of everything else, and then some'.  The 'everything is made of everything else' is interdependence, the view of karma that says that everything contributes to everything else, while the 'and then some' is the potential to change, to overcome conditioning, to be sane.  Even when the setting or a person's background opposes such health, this possibility still exists in a person's heart and mind.  This is the why there is the view of karma that says everyone is responsible for (in the last analysis capable of directing) his or her own actions.  We need both of these views.

The incident with my friend made me want again to ask
'what is compassion?', and 'what is social responsibility'.  This time I feel like maybe there is less emotion than before, but just as much, if not more determination to see to the bottom of the problems that cry out for our attention.  So I've tried to be as thorough as I can.  
Here I've set down what I've thought about over the last few years regarding personal and collective responsibility as it relates to compassion.


A meditation for Anna

Never mind crazy, this is how you should think, this is how much anger you should have: - a blind person ran into you, knocking you over, injuring you.  How much anger would you have then?

(I was going to say 'a drunk person', but in our culture in this time, 'a drunk person' carries some measure of their being responsible for what they did.  But I would go even further than that and say 'a blind person ran into you, knocking you over, injuring you.'  How much anger towards him should you have?

I say this because these people are not rational- nor are they 'drunk' and partly responsible, as in possessed-of- working-sound-judgment.  No.  

Thay said, 'When a person is suffering, his or her suffering will spill over, and we will be effected by it.'

When people have no control over their mind they are blown around like a leaf in the wind, shoved around by their delusions, by their afflictions.  No control.  

So retribution does not apply here.  In fact it only worsens the situation, 'turning the wheel of samsara'.  The only good that any form of discipline can have is in helping or encouraging a person to develop all the different levels of control.  Retribution does not serve the purpose of waking them up, or of healing them.  In fact it's worse than useless.

The humane eye is closed.  They are blind, temporary, changeable, but without sight nevertheless.  How much anger should we have?  How much is appropriate?  Zero.  That's how much, as hard as it may be to remember.  

These were not rational people, not human beings in some kind of generic way- possessed of functioning human decency,  having active their basic sound judgment.  No, for now they are spiritually blind.  

We know what's at stake, for ourselves and for others, and so we should pray for them and for others like them, and do every action that accords with this aspiration to bring them sight, to bring sight and health to this world, turning the wheel of liberation.  

Because of our interdependence, how we are related, as you are to one, so you are to all.  You have to create the kind of world you want to live in with your every action.

What is needed here?  What do you wish for them?  What do you wish for yourself, for me, for future generations, and for our world?

Wishing you all the blessings of happiness, peace, and health




Towards Ethics and Responsibility in American Culture


A recent issue of Life magazine featured a picture of a young child on the cover, surrounded by such words as 'crime', 'drugs', 'sexual abuse', and 'vulgarity'.The caption at the top of the picture reads, 'How can we keep our children safe?'

Seeing this I had the thought that, in spite of the fact that most people have this motivation to care for our young people and to create a safe place to live, it must be that we are working at cross purposes with ourselves.  As a group, either we are being short-sighted, or we are unaware of the relationships that exist between the different parts of our culture.

Looking around, reading the paper, we can see that far too many people obviously have no feelings of respect for life, or no sense that they belong to a community, sharing in its' privileges and owing some contribution to the shared life.  Where do people learn this?, or maybe we should ask: why do they not learn respect or community?

It's a many sided issue, but the effect of the imbalance in how we've been educated shows itself in all the ways I just mentioned; crime, drug use, abuse, vulgarity, and more.

So I have to ask, What does it mean to consistently encourage personal responsibility?  I ask in this way because it is not enough for us, as a society, as a culture, to give just the occasional message about the value of life if at the same time, all around, people are hearing just the opposite, that 'life has very little meaning- so get what you can'.  In this environment, it goes against logic to think that just sending a few positive messages will work.  

If the overall balance of our education is about being greedy, fearful and self-indulgent, or if we have not taught that other people's lives have worth, we can't really expect to have anything approaching social or personal responsibility.  

Right now, our culture's analysis and response to socially destructive action has a parallel with the Western medical model- seeing 'parts' as more separate than they are, and treating effects, or symptoms, rather than the whole body.  

A good example of this is the legislation that calls for life sentences for felons after their third conviction.  In spite of its emotional appeal, this is attacking the isolated symptom and not addressing the causes.  Because of its being short-sighted, this type of action is bound to be ultimately ineffective, and worse.  There is and will be progressively more crime as long as the causes of socially destructive action are not recognized and changed.

Another way of looking at disease and health in the human body, that also has its application to social issues is found in the Chinese medical model, and is called 'pattern thinking'.  In pattern thinking, no one cause produces one result.  Instead, diagnosis is done on the whole body (lifestyle, temperament, diet), and for treatment to be effective, as many factors as possible are brought into the equation.

In working to bring change, either physically or on a social level, in people's thoughts and attitudes, it's not that we have to change everything.  However, if we hope to be effective, then enough factors have to be included, and enough has to be done with them to restore balance.  If no results appear, or if the situation gets worse, then either more needs to be done, or we have to look for other factors.

The comprehensive way of thinking is demanding, but it is also effective in the long term.

In pattern thinking as it applies to social issues, when looking at any one event, everything is included- the political system, education, the state of our religious institutions, mass media, the economic system, and so on.
We find that we can't leave anything out because everything is connected.

In Traditional Chinese Medicine they speak of an overall environment where health or disharmony (illness) will appear.  They see these as the result of many different elements working together.

To see how the Chinese medical model of 'pattern thinking' would apply to social issues, we can start by looking at the aspect of  mass media and how it contributes to the way people think and act.  This is one of our main sources of education about ourselves, our community, and the world we live in, so we have to ask- what kind of messages are we sending?  And what kind of results can we hope to expect?  

Living in the city, particularly, we are surrounded by an artificial, commercial world, a world of fantasy.  The purpose of advertising is to direct us to a particular end, which is to buy a product. But it does more than this.  It also more generally effects how we see ourselves and what we think of as important.  

And that's just advertising.  In the mass media there are also the issues of violence and the demeaning of human worth to consider.

In my opinion, there is not enough credit being given to the power of words and images- in movies, television, on magazine covers and in print media- to create experience, to change perception of self and others, and to influence values.  

Predictably however, whenever there is any attempt at making a connection between the ways that people act and the values expressed in media, the response usually goes something like, 'Oh, because a person sees a violent movie doesn't mean they do what they see.  Lots of people see Terminator or Die Hard movies and don't go around shooting other people'.  

It is claimed that the media, whether it be rap music, movies or the six o'clock news is just 'reflecting reality'.  And any criticism is seen as an attempt at 'censorship'.  Unfortunately, this argument, which oversimplifies the matter to the point of absurdity, is usually thought of as good enough to end the discussion.

But media can contribute to an environment where certain attitudes and types of action are seen as commonplace.  It can make us desensitized to violence or to vulgar thought.  The media has the power, if not to create, then at least to legitimize, by repetition, a certain point of view.  It can, in its' own way, tell us what is acceptable.  
 
If, for example, from an early age, we keep hearing and seeing that pleasure and money alone are important, that self centered greed is everywhere, or that life has little worth and violence is acceptable, then at some point, lacking anything to balance out this view, those messages will contribute to the way we see ourselves and other people in the world.
Perhaps in another world, sending these messages over and over, for profits' sake, wouldn't make a whit of difference.  But we're not in another world, we're in this place where too often there is not a strong family, community, religious or educational basis in people's lives.  In such an environment it is irresponsible to say the least to put out images and ideas without thought for their consequences.

Film, print, radio and television are almost everywhere, and although they claim not to be having much of any effect, the values expressed are seldom about our responsibility to each other.  Instead, destructive, or at least socially negligent values are put out there, over and over again. 

This just one of a number of factors that has to be taken into account psychologically because what we are doing right now to bring constructive change isn't working.

To try to understand why people act as they do, expressing so much anger, alienation, and greed, we need to take into account as much of the cultural environment that we live in as we can.  To understand and to hope to change anything, we need to look at where we are.


In my view, one of the main problems we face right now is that we live with and participate in a capitalist economic system.

I wouldn't be the first to point out that there is something violent, or harmful to human relationships, about competitive capitalism when its focus is corporate or self interest alone.  

Having the ideal of making money at the expense of everything else, if necessary, moves everything off balance.  It corrupts values.  Sometimes I try to imagine what this world would be like without the profit motive.  It effects everything- social services, education, health care, the environment, politics, arts, religious institutions, sports, agriculture, and how we relate to people in other nations.  You can make your own list.  Capitalism, at least the way it's being practiced here and now, is at odds with our best, meaning our most humane motivations.

The view that making money is at least one of the most important things also contributes to irresponsibility.  When people think that individual success is all that matters, how can this not be socially destructive?  

The problem with setting the profit motive above all else is that it is short sighted, thinking only of short term gain and not of the effect of actions.  There is a very limited perception.

I think of gigantic wastes of money, time and energy, 
such as the Space Program, the cosmetics industry, the candy-snack food industry, the automobile industry (make your own list), and then ask, 'Why aren't people fed?  or taken off the streets of our cities in the winter months?  Why isn't there national or international access to basic health care?  

These things happen if for no other reason than resources are being directed primarily to self and corporate interests.  More significantly, this much corporate and self interest reinforces the experience people have of being disconnected.  And estrangement shows itself in a number of different ways.

As a culture, it's been said, we've become fat and lazy and self-indulgent, what with all the ways we have to entertain ourselves.  On the one hand, we've become complacent because of our comforts, as if this is the best we can do with our lives.

There are a lot of people who feel isolated and who live with blinders on, thinking they have to make a certain amount of money.  They are always in hurry, caught up in the momentum of their own lives.  When people spend most of their waking hours at work they often end up feeling burned out because of it.  I think this happens to a lot of people, and it's a real problem.  Many things are connected to this.  

At the end of the day or week many people are just too tired to think of anything past a small circle of what they need to do to survive.  Somehow we have to find a way for this to change.  (quit your full-time job, your too-demanding- paycheck-only job, or do the best you can with less)

This is a necessity because if we, as individuals in a community, try to think about the things we're all involved in (collective social issues such as crime, poverty, or the anger or alienation that people feel) only when we're tired or in our spare time, then we're not going to get as useful a result as we can.  

If we're not to just continue in the direction we're headed, our thinking about where we are and where we're going not only needs to be given more time, it also has to be done with our better quality of mind.  If we know something's important enough, then we'll give it the time and the energy it deserves. 

You've probably heard the  saying that 'It takes a whole village to raise a child in the right way'.  Well, the opposite is also true- that it takes a whole community of people not doing enough to make an environment where destructive attitudes can exist.

We are deceiving ourselves if we think that how we live has no effect on anyone but ourselves and those immediately around us.  The way we live effects everything.

It's not helpful to anyone when personal responsibility is defined in a very narrow way, as it is in the modern democratic-capitalist mindset.  It's that misuse of the term that allow a person, when looking at what is goes on all around, to get away with thinking, 'it's not my problem'.  Not only is this a mistaken view, it is also ultimately self-defeating.  As long as there is any ignorance that brings suffering to our lives, it is all of our problem.  


These are just a few of the factors that effect the attitudes that people have today.  Of course, there are more variables when you think about it, but this should be enough to indicate the orientation of pattern thinking.


So much is there in any one destructive action- the loss of support from family, from community, the decline of the effectiveness of religious institutions, the twisted values that are developed due to growing up in a blind-materialistic society, and more.

So we ask: What is going to enable a person to right the balance, to begin to see truly, and mend their lives, 'mend their ways'?  Will jail or punishment do it?  Psychologically, what does that really accomplish for most people?  What will actually help them gain a measure of control over their lives?  

The potential for a person to act in an ethical way is always there, but it needs the right conditions before we can see it expressed.  For this reason we should do all we can to encourage their personal responsibility, and at the same time, we need to have the view of interdependence.  
One without the other is not enough.  Recognizing what it means to consistently encourage individual responsibility means we have the view of the way things are.  This approach brings together both the collective and personal responsibility.

We can see that the personal and the collective can't be separated, and any justice system worth the name would have to have this kind of understanding of psychology.  Only then would its judgments go in the direction of restoring the balance.  We have to look past our first responses to harmful actions if we are ever going to accomplish anything more than retribution.  We can't afford to get so caught in one issue that we miss the larger pattern.


I don't believe people are evil, or ignorant, fundamentally, but I think in a way they are not yet alive, or else they are numb.  These people need to be held back from destructive action, of course it's true.  But more important than this we have to change the overall education people receive.

As it is, the moral laws and restrictions we have are only the most outward, superficial level of social and personal control.  We can see that's not enough, especially when there is nothing in the home, or religious or educational institutions to back it up.

A further level of health promoting social order takes place when a person cultivates a sense of ethics, learns to calm the mind, and becomes capable of pacifying destructive tendencies.  Yet even that is not enough to ensure social harmony.  

Ultimately, education should lead a person to insight, which is freedom from delusion, and knowing for themselves the truth that life is something precious, something worthy of our respect, and even more, of our reverence and service.

Of course, what we are talking about here is spiritual education- without which a person is more deprived than if they lived their entire life in material poverty.  Everyone needs to learn about who they are, and how to live.


As a society I think we can agree that we need to encourage right values and responsible action.  This is in all of our best interest.  In fact, we could say it's a matter of our own public health and safety.  Up until now though, we haven’t done enough.

What is needed is more extensive change than we usually even consider, because the problem with trying to change just one thing (such as 'send this person to rehab', or to jail) is that too many times it's not enough-  without the supporting factors in our community (religious, social, psychological, in media and economics) it's likely the change won't hold.  It will be opposed, contradicted.

The way we encourage personal responsibility is not by just telling a person to act differently or threatening punishment, but by providing the conditions where their inherent morality, inherent wisdom can function.  This is the responsibility of a society.  If we don't do this we go against ourselves, we subvert our own ends.  Again, it's not that we have to involve everything, but enough has to be included, otherwise we are still working at cross-purposes with ourselves.  


Looking back, the picture of the girl on the cover of Life Magazine shouldn't have just been circled by the words 'crime', 'drugs', 'sexual abuse', and 'vulgarity', - that's superficial, and worse, it panders to an emotional reaction and to simplistic (non) solutions.  No.  If we're going to name what threatens us all, the words around the picture should be, 'not enough time', 'capitalism', 'mass media', and 'the state of education and religion'.  Or even more to the point, 'stupidity', 'greed', demeaning human worth', and 'glorifying violence'.  Using these terms and thinking this way at least would be a start.

I think it's important to recognize also that something more than our own welfare is at stake in trying to establish basic changes in how people think of themselves and of other people.  Perhaps you've heard of victims rights organizations.  I would like to see more advocates for future victims rights, because if we continue the way we are going, there will be other people hurt just as people are hurt today.  There will be more destruction, just as there is today.  

There is a Native American tradition of thinking out the effects of actions to the seventh generation.  We need to think about what we are doing, because the seventh generation is now.  

Living here together, for however long, and being human, we are all responsible for each other.  We are all related.   At the same time, it is only when we have eyes to see and the freedom to act that we are fully able to respond.  What then could be more worth striving for than to develop this capacity in ourselves and in other people?  We all have a stake in the outcome.  I need your help.  I keep myself, and I am my brother's keeper.

Endnote


In order for social health and harmony among people to be possible, we need to be able to see the problems that we have as a group, and that effect us all.  When we have a true sense of where we are we will know what is actually important for us to do.  

Most people, however, for different reasons don't have room in their lives for the perception of suffering and the needs that exist.  In my opinion, many people are not presently able to think beyond a small scope of personal concern, they are actually not capable of having a more inclusive perspective.  

And why is this?  It is because of their afflictions- the various addictions, greed, anger, competitiveness, egocentricity and miseducation, all of which add up to limitation, all of which are the different forms of prison that people find themselves in.  

This, then, is exactly the place of spiritual practice, or of taking care of our own heart and mind in relation to social response-ability.  I've been thinking lately that, really, the essence of love in appropriate action.  Given our situation then, what could be more worthwhile than to find freedom from wrong views and obscuring emotions, and to share that with other people in as many ways as we can.  

This is the work of love, of those who love and who care about the world we live in.  This is the work of those who would think ahead for future generations.

On the Plural of Responsibility

There is a lot of talk these days about responsibility-
most of it contrasting what is being called 'personal responsibility' with the social or collective responsibility.

If I'm hearing it correctly, the personal responsibility they speak of means that you hold a job, support your family if you have one; obey the law and pay your taxes; and that if you want something you have to get it yourself.  
If you do something wrong, you are held accountable.

This point of view tries to encourage initiative, which is a good thing, and is proposed as an antidote to what they call having a 'victim mentality'.

On the other hand, collective responsibility is being defined, at least ideally, as our acting together as a group so that everyone has some chance to benefit from being here. 

Although it doesn't work out this way in practice, the theory at least is that everyone should have access to the rights, protections, and privileges of living here.  I think that's generally what we mean when we speak of the responsibility of our society.  

We demonstrate this sense of collective responsibility through the laws we enact and enforce, through the social programs we make available, and by the things we do as individuals and in groups for the benefit of something larger than ourselves.

Both sides on the issue have their flaws: too much emphasis on the person is too limited, and self-centered, while just putting everything on 'society' is too vague, if well meaning.  It can lead people to always looking somewhere else for solutions.

What concerns me most in all this is that over the last few years, we've seen a shift in the kind of talk we've heard about responsibility, or who should be doing what in our society.  The talk has often been mean spirited, and has played right to people's worst instincts of self-centeredness.


We've moved from what remained of the ideal of collective responsibility to a definition of personal responsibility that more and more says, 'If you want something, get it yourself'.  This has been called, 'a bootstrap philosophy'.  
The emphasis has been on the individual to the extent that it says 'If you don't have something, it's your fault', or, 'If you don't have something, it's not my problem'.  And this attitude, they would try to say, meets some criteria of personal responsibility.

What we are seeing is, I believe, a real perversion of the concept of responsibility.  It is almost a total misuse of the word that allows people, in their own minds, to justify rejecting what is the better part of true responsibility.

To simplify things for myself, and to get to the point, I've taken to asking, 'What is our responsibility to each other as human beings?'.  This has in it both the personal and the collective.  It is inclusive and non-contradictory.

Ask a person, a modern day proponent of so-called 'personal responsibility' about the person they see on their way to work, digging through a trash can, looking for something to eat- and in all likelihood they'll say, 'It's not my problem'.

Ask them about the state of our water and air, and about the fact that our government is in the process of doing away with environmental safety regulations enacted over the last twenty years, ask them about future generations- what kind of world we will be leaving for our children and grandchildren, and they'll say, 'It's not my problem'.  

According to their narrowly defined 'personal responsibility', 'It's not my fault', 'It's not up to me to do something about it'.

Ask them about people in third world countries without adequate water;

or about people in this country without heat in their homes in the winter; 

or about illiteracy;

or the threat to women's health due to male violence;

or when someone commits a crime;

or is addicted to drugs;

and the answer's again and again going to be the same, 'It's not my problem', 'It's not my fault', 'It's not up to me to do something about it'.


Put the question, 'What is our responsibility to each other as human beings?', and every time you'll get a different answer:

'As long as one person is hungry, it's up to me to do something about it'.  'It's my responsibility'.

'As long as there's even one woman threatened, she is my responsibility'.

Or 'If the air and water is being made unusable, by virtue of my being human, I've got to do something'.  Doesn't your heart say the same thing?

'As long as something can be done about it- if there's even one person who doesn't have clean water, and who would get sick or even die because of it, I've got to do something.  It's up to me.

By virtue of our being human, we've got to do all we can for each other.  This is my belief.


What is our responsibility to each other as human beings?

I believe it is our human responsibility to see to it that no one goes hungry;

That no one has to live in poverty; 

That every one of us has access to basic health care, education, and dignity; 

It is up to each one of us to protect the earth's resources, earth, water and air, for the use of our children and their children;

It is our responsibility as human beings to see to it that the lonely are comforted; 

That the fearful are protected; 

That no one is oppressed by a social order, an idea, or by any person's tyranny;

It is our human responsibility to take care of those who can't take care of themselves, for however long they need help; to support each other, to offer encouragement, and to share together the riches that this life has to offer; in a word, to love each other.

I am convinced that each of us holds this responsibility in its entirety, by virtue of our being human.


People may ask, 'With so many issues, how can one person possibly hope to change anything?'  Whatever our work, I think that we all have to take care of ourselves so we can be in this world in a way that is useful.

Then we should try to keep our priorities in order.  In doing so, we can take the best of both views, of personal and collective responsibility (because, I admit, there is something useful in each).  I think that would be the right response to the question of what is our responsibility.

Take the promotion of self-reliance and personal initiative from the proponents of personal responsibility, but please, leave behind the all too narrow focus.  Forget also about leaving everything to a Big Brother-type government.  That's just another way to try to get out of fulfilling our roles in a group.  But we need the overall vision that says we advance together or not at all.  We need to keep the awareness of where we are in a social context so that our orientation is right by humane standards, and so that our actions are just.

On any given day we can try to be careful, and keep in mind that because of our interdependence, how we are connected, as we are to one, so we are to all.  My feeling is that we have to create the kind of world we want to live in with our every action.  So we should try to show respect and consideration to those we meet, but mostly, this is what I believe we need to do- we need to try to change the way people experience the world, and try to change the way people think.

The best way I can describe why I say this is with an image:   We're all on this boat together, and a few on one side have a sense of what is a worthwhile direction for us to go in, and they're rowing in that direction.  At the same time, on the other side of the boat is the great majority of people, with essentially no idea of where we are going, or else heading toward something destructive, and they're all rowing together in that opposite direction.

We could join the minority on the other side, but that wouldn't be enough.  Instead, I believe the best thing a person can do is to try to get other people to relate to the world differently, and to think about where we're all going.

My sense is that it's not enough if one or two hundred, or even if a few thousand people feel that we could be going in a direction that affirms life.  Because we are all effected by what the majority believes in and how they live, any real, substantial change has to have a majority working together.  

I know it's nowhere near evident sometimes that this is even possible, still we have to believe that it is.  We can't have too many doubts about this.  Look at what could be for us- either way, to our loss or gain.  That's where we'll find the motivation to talk about that, life-giving responsibility, at least enough motivation to last another day.


