Whirlpools and Stagnant Waters

By Charlotte Beck

We arerather likewhirlpools intheriver of life. In flowingforward, a river or stream may hitrocks,
branches, or irregularitiesin the ground, causing whirlpoolsto spring up spontaneously here and there. Water
entering one whirlpool quickly passes through and rejoins theriver, eventually joining another whirlpool and
moving on. Though for short periods itseems to be distinguishableas a separateevent, the water inthe
whirlpoolsisjustthe riveritself. The stability of a whirlpool is only temporary. The energy of the river of lifeforms
living things—a human being, a cator dog, trees and plants —then what held the whirlpool inplaceis itselfaltered,
and the whirlpool is sweptaway, reentering the larger flow. The energy that was a particular whirlpool fades out
and the water passes on, perhaps to be caught againand turned for a moment into another whirlpool.

We'd rather not think of our lives in this way, however. We don’t want to see ourselves as simplya
temporary formation, a whirlpool intheriver of life. The factis, we take form for a while; then when conditions
are appropriate, we fade out; it’s a natural partof the process. However, we want to think that this little whirlpool
that we areisn’tpart of the stream. We want to see ourselves as permanent and stable. Our whole energy goes
into tryingto protect our supposed separateness. To protect the separateness, we set up artificial, fixed
boundaries;as a consequence, we accumulate excess baggage, stuff that slipsinto our whirlpool and can’tflow out
again. So things clogup our whirlpool and the process gets messy. The stream needs to flow naturallyand freely.
If our particular whirlpoolisall bogged down, we alsoimpair theenergy of the streamitself. It can’t go anywhere.
Neighboring whirlpools may get less water because of our frantic holdingon. What we can best do for ourselves
and for lifeis to keep the water in our whirlpool rushingand clear so thatitis justflowingin and flowing out.

When itgets all clogged up, we create troubles —mental, physical, spiritual.

We serve other whirlpoolsbestifthe water that enters ours is free to rush through and move on easily
and quickly to whatever else needs to be stirred. The energy of lifeseeks rapidtransformation. If we cansee life
this way and not clingto anything, lifesimply comes and goes. When debris flows into our little whirlpool, if the
flow is even and strong, the debris rushes around for a whileand then goes on its way. Yet that’s not how we live
our lives. Not seeing that we aresimply a whirlpool intheriver of the universe, we view ourselves as separate
entities, needing to protect our boundaries. The very judgment “| feel hurt” establishes a boundary, by namingan
“n

that demands to be protected. Whatever trash floats into our whirlpool, we make great efforts to avoidit, to

expel it, or to somehow control it.

Ninety percent of a typical humanlifeis spenttryingto put boundaries around the whirlpool. We're
constantlyonguard: “He might hurt me.” “This might go wrong.” “l don’t likehim anyway.” Thisis a complete

misuseof our lifefunction;yet we all doitto some degree.

Financial worries reflect our struggleto maintain fixed boundaries. “Whatif my investment doesn’t work
out? I might loseall of my money.” We don’t want anythingto threaten our money supply. We all think that
would be a terriblething. By being protective and anxious, clingingto our assets, we clogup our lives. Water that
should be rushinginand out, soitcan serve, becomes stagnant. A whirlpool thatputs up a dam arounditselfand
shuts itself off from the river becomes stagnantand loses vitality. Practiceis aboutnolonger being caughtinthe
particular,andinstead seeingitfor whatitis—a partofthe whole. Yet we spend most of our energies creating
stagnantwater. That's what livinginfear will do. The fear exists becausethe whirlpool doesn’tunderstand what it
is—noneother than the steam itself. Until we get aninklingofthat truth, all of our energies go inthe wrong

direction. We create many stagnantpools, which breed contaminationanddisease. Pools seekingto dam



themselves for protection begin to contend with one another. “You’re smelly. | don’t likeyou.” Stagnant pools

causea lot of trouble. The freshness of lifeis gone.

Zen practicehelps us to see how we have created stagnationinourlives. “Have | always been soangry,
andjustnever noticed it?” So ourfirstdiscoveryin practiceis torecognize our own stagnation, created by our self-
centered thoughts. The biggest problems are created by attitudes we cannot see inourselves. Unacknowledged
depression, fear, and anger create rigidity. When we recognize the rigidity and stagnation, the water begins to
flow again, bitby bit. So the most vital partof practiceis tobe willingto be lifeitself —whichis simply the
incoming sensations--that which creates our whirlpool.

Over the years we have trained ourselves to do the opposite: to create stagnantpools. Thisis ourfalse
accomplishment. Out of this ongoing effort come all of our troubles and our separationfrom life. We don’t know
how to be intimate, to be the stream of life. A stagnant whirlpool with defended boundariesisn’tcloseto
anything. Caughtinaself-centered dream, we suffer, as one of our dailyZen Center vows states. Practiceis the
slowreversal of that... The change is often painful, especiallyatfirst. When we areused to the rigidityand
controlled stiffness of a defended life, we don’t want to allow fresh currents into awareness, however refreshing
they may truly be.

...Ittakes a longtime before we cansee our defensiveness and manipulation of lifein our daily activities.
Practicehelps us to see these maneuvers more clearly... it's essential thatwe see what we are doing. The longer

we practice, the more readily we canrecognize our defensive patterns...

What we do get out of practiceis beingmore awake. Being more alive. Knowingour mischievous
tendencies so well that we don’t need to visitthem on others. We learnthatit’s never okay to yell at somebody
justbecausewe feel upset. Practicehelps usto realizewhere our lifeis stagnant. Unlikerushing mountain
streams, with wonderful water flowingin and flowing out, we may be brought to a dead haltby “I don’t likeit...He
really hurtmy feelings,” or “l have sucha hardlife.” Intruth, there is only the ongoing rush of the water. What we
call ourlifeis nothingbuta little detour, a whirlpool thatsprings up, then fades away. Sometimes the detours are
tiny and very brief: lifeswirls for a year or two inone place, then is wiped away. People wonder why some babies
die when they are young. Whoknows? We don’t know why. Itis partof this endless rushing of energy. When we

canjointhis, we're at peace. When all of our efforts go inthe opposite direction, we are not at peace.

STUDENT: Inourindividuallives,isita goodidea to choose some specific directionand setour sights on that, oris
it better justto take things as they come? Setting up specific goalscanblocktheflow of life, right?

BECK The problem lies notin havinggoals, butin how we relate to them. We need to have some goals. For
example, parents typically setcertain goals for themselves, such as planningahead to providefor their children’s
education. People with natural talents havethe goal of developing them. Nothing wrong with that. Havinggoals

is partof being human. It's the way we do it that creates the trouble.
STUDENT: The best way is to have goals but not cling to the end result?

BECK: That’s right. One simply does whatis requiredto reachthe goal. Anyone who seeks aneducational degree
needs to register inaneducational programand take the courses, for example. The pointisto promote the goal
by accomplishingitinthe present: doing this,doingthat, doingthis,asitbecomes necessary,right here, right
now. At some point, we get the degree or whatever. On the other hand,if we onlydream of the goal and neglect
to pay attention to the present, we will probably fail to get on with our lives —and become stagnant.



Whatever choicewe make, the outcome will provideus witha lesson. If we areattentive and aware, we
will learn whatwe need to do next. In this sense, there is nowrong decision. The minute we make a decision, we
are confronted with our next teacher. We may make decisions that make us very uncomfortable. We may be
sorry that we did what we did—and we learn from that. There is, for example, no ideal personto marry orideal
way to liveone’s life. The minute we marrysomebody, we have a fresh set of opportunities for learning, fuel for
practice. That's true not only of marriage, but of any relationship. Insofaras we practicewith what comes up, the
outcome will nearly always berewarding and worthwhile...

STUDENT: Interms of the analogy of the whirlpools and the river, what is the difference between lifeand death?

BECK: A whirlpoolis avortex, with a center around which the water spins. As one’s lifegoes on, the center
gradually gets weaker and weaker. When itweakens enough, it flattens out and the water simply becomes part of

the river again.
STUDENT: From that point of view, wouldn’tit be better to always bejustpart of the river?

BECK: We are always partofthe river, whether or not we are a whirlpool. Wecan’t avoid being partof the river.

We don’t know that, however, becausewe have a distinctformand do not see beyond it.
STUDENT: Soit'sadelusionthatlifeis differentfrom death?

BECK: That’s true inan absolutesense, though from our human pointof view they aredistinct. On different levels,
eachistrue: there isnolifeanddeath and there islifeand death. When we know only the latter, we clingto life

andfear death. When we see both, the sting of death is largely mitigated.

Excerpted from Nothing Special: Living Zen, by Charlotte Beck, Harper Collins Publishers, 1993, pages 3-
8. This excerpt was edited by DaleLugenbehl, January 2010.



