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“This is not the end.  

It is not even the beginning of the end.  

But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”

-- Sir Winston Churchill
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Reading: by Shunryu Suzuki  Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind  (p.21)  

In Japan we have the phrase shoshin, which means “beginner’s mind.”  The goal of practice is always to keep our beginner’s mind.  Suppose you recite the Prajna Paramita Sutra only once.  It might be a very good recitation.  But what would happen to you if you recited it twice, three times, four times, or more?  You might easily lose your original attitude towards it.  The same thing will happen in your other […] practices.  For a while you will keep your beginner’s mind, but if you continue to practice one, two, three years or more, although you may improve some, you are liable to lose the limitless meaning of the original mind.


… Our “original mind” includes everything within itself.  It is always rich and sufficient within itself.  You should not lose your self-sufficient state of mind.  This does not mean a closed mind, but actually an empty mind and a ready mind.  If your mind is empty, it is always ready for anything; it is open to everything.  In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities; in the expert’s mind there are few.

Reading:  the Christian Scriptures, Gospel of Matthew 18:1-4

At that time the disciples came to Jesus saying, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”  And calling to him a child, he put him in the midst of them, and said, “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”

Reading:  a poem by Greg Kuzma

I begin my life

over.  It’s easy.

You take a deep breath,

close your eyes,

open them, and

there it is,

all the familiar things.

Nobody has to get up.

It’s drawing the chairs 

closer to the fire,

opening the window

louder on the sound

of people walking by 

outside, taking 

another sip of coffee.

It’s habit, too easily

broken by dreams

and regrets.  My 

mind’s a blank, my

heart stirs, my eyes

take on their gentle 

obligation.  My hand 

is steady as a baby’s sleep.
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Our daughter, Sophia, is going to learn to play the clarinet.

A few weeks ago she brought a form home that invites fourth graders to join the school band.  She was offered an assortment of musical instruments from which to choose: violin, viola, flute, clarinet, trumpet, trombone.  Her first choice was trombone.  But after some parental persuasion - a trombone is too big, her mother and I warned – she agreed to try the clarinet. 

I played some clarinet when I was a kid.  I remember well the challenge of applying pressure and breath in just the right way to coax forth pleasing sound.  I remember how you needed to moisten the reed and hold your lips just so.  And if you didn’t get it just right, the error was unmistakably heard in an ear piercing “Queeeeek.”

I remember how frustrating it could be trying to get the first few notes out of the instrument, and how I often felt ready to give up in exasperation.

I confess I worry how Sophia will fare.  Whether she will find that combination of patience, skill and enjoyment needed to learn.

* * *

One of the great joys of parenthood, as far as I am concerned, is to watch my children learn.  Whether the lesson of the day is mastering the art of holding a spoon and moving it to a welcoming mouth, or learning to ride a bicycle down the driveway.  Whether it is figuring out how to solve an algebra problem or to play  “Ode to Joy” on the recorder.

As on-looking parent, the challenge is always to be encouraging but not overbearing.  To offer pointers without being patronizing.

At times it’s exciting, at times excruciating to watch, as they try, and fail, and try and fail, and try and fail, and finally succeed in making a minute improvement, a first step toward the mastery of a new skill.

My kids have moved successfully from infancy to toddlerdom, from pre-school to primary school.  And though still hard imagine, I do trust they will also pass through adolescence to adulthood.

They will continue to move through predictable stages of development, acquiring critical skills and information, gaining experience and wisdom along the way, until they finally attain maturity.

The Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget described four distinct stages of cognitive development through which every healthy child passes.  In the first stage an infant learns to use her senses to gain basic knowledge about the objects around her, her physical environment as well her own body.  In the second stage the pre-schooler develops language and drawing skills.  In the third stage the child, now in school, learns to think logically.  In the fourth stage of later childhood, the child learns how to think realistically about the future and conceive of more complex ideas abstractions.

* * *

What could Jesus possibly be thinking when he says we should become as children in order to enter the kingdom of heaven?  Should we regress?  Should we consciously cultivate immaturity?  Should we try to forget everything we have learned over the years?  Should we try to be more clumsy, more naïve, more dependent on our elders? 

All our lives we work hard to acquire knowledge, to ascend to higher levels of skill, to attain greater degrees of understanding.  Is Jesus saying we were misguided in doing so?  Are we better off remaining ignorant?

* * *

Suzuki challenges us to cultivate a beginner’s mind.  When we attain proficiency in a craft, we lose something.  When we pick up a skill, we also drop something.

In our efforts to become experts, we lose sight of a particular perspective unique to beginners.  Suzuki calls it our “original mind.”  It is a mind that is open.  It isn’t closed in ignorance, but ready for anything imaginable.  It is ready even for what is unimaginable.

“In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities;” he says, “in the expert’s mind there are few.”

The Jewish scholar Abraham Heschel tries to make similar distinctions as to the different ways we can experience the world.  He writes, “Analyze, weigh and measure a tree as you please, observe and describe its form and functions, its genesis and the laws to which it is subject; still an acquaintance with its essence never comes about.  Looking at things through the medium of our thoughts remains an act of crystal-gazing; the pictures we induce happen to be part of the truth, nevertheless, what we see is a mental image, not the things themselves…


We rarely discover, we remember before we think; we see the present in the light of what we already know.  We constantly compare instead of penetrate, and are never entirely unprejudiced. (p.6)

Wonder or radical amazement, the state of maladjustment to words and notions, is, therefore, a prerequisite for an authentic awareness of that which is…. Wonder… is the root of knowledge  (Man Is Not Alone  p.11)

* * *

It is easy to think of children in terms of all they lack, compared to adults.  Children lack the knowledge and skills of adulthood, whether these be physical, emotional or intellectual.  Children are considered non-rational, non-productive and dependent; as opposed to adults who are rational, productive and independent.

There is, of course, a lot of truth to this point of view.  From the moment of our birth we do grow and develop and acquire an impressive array of abilities.

However when it comes to the realm of religion, when it comes to the matter of finding meaning in life, we may need to draw upon different abilities and different insights.

Radical amazement and wonder, the original, beginner’s mind – this is where our sense of the religious begins.

The educator Edward Robinson examined the religious experiences described by over 4,000 adults.  In these interviews he found that many people’s sense of the religious is rooted in early childhood experiences. 

One 49 year old woman, for instance, said, “My memories of my childhood are very vivid and very clear to me.  In the years from eighteen months of age to five or six all the foundations of my future life were laid.  Colors were clearer, emotions were stronger, likes and dislikes more marked, life was rich with warm contentment.   I am quite sure that all children have a clear awareness, almost like radar…”

A 42 year old man said, “I think from my childhood I have always had the feeling that the true reality is not to be found in the world, as the average person sees it.  There seems to be a constant force at work from the inside trying to push its way to the surface of consciousness.  The mind is continually trying to create a symbol sufficiently comprehensive to contain it, but this always ends in failure…” (The Original Vision p.27)

For the people interviewed, these early insights weren’t merely childish musings.  These insights remained vital and relevant throughout their lives.  Rather than diminishing, their meaning deepened.

It makes sense to think of our lives chronologically, in terms of a progression through particular periods of growth at particular times.  It would be silly to try to teach an infant how to drive a car.  It would be silly to teach a teenager to drink from a sippy-cup.

But childhood is more than a particular period in our past.  Childhood is a dimension of our lives that remains present until the day we die.  “When we are no longer children, we are already dead,” the sculptor Brancusi said.

Our childhood can never be left behind.  It is always with us  It is always within us.  

Attaining maturity doesn’t mean closing the door to our earliest experiences.  It doesn’t mean putting aside all things non-rational and intuitive for the sake of rationality.  It doesn’t mean putting aside all things non-productive and playful for the sake of productivity.

Maturity means integrating all of who we are.  Maturity means integrating both our intuitive and intellectual capacities.  It means finding room for both our contemplative and active instincts.  It means learning to be both independent and dependent, to recognize our interdependence.

We need to remember our childhood.  Not for the sake of fuzzy, feel-good nostalgia, not to dwell on troubling times, not to turn back the clock, not to deny the person we have become – we need to remember because the meaning of our childhood is still unfolding.  There are experiences from years ago we may only be able to understand fully today.  Only in light of what we know now, may we understand what we felt then.  Only now may we find words for insights that once left us speechless.

This is why we need to be like children to enter the kingdom of heaven.  This is why we need to resist the temptation to become experts in all we do, and instead cultivate a beginner’s mind.

As adults it is too easy for us to forget that life truly is a wonder.  It is too easy to forget that any real understanding of the world can arise only from a sense of radical amazement. 

We need the humility of a child to appreciate the unimaginable possibilities that lie before us – no matter how old we are.

We can begin our lives over.  It’s easy. / You take a deep breath, / close your eyes, /

open them,  and / there it is….

May we have the courage and humility 

to awaken to the fullness of life

behind us, before us, and all around us.

Amen.
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