
Why Do We Fight? Integration and Connection 

The first night, we talked about the Buddha’s description of a world in turmoil, as 

ascetics fight with ascetics over attachment to views. We talked about how views are 

grounded in beliefs, and the power of openness and appreciation. Then we talked about 

the different ways our values and the values of others may be held and conflicted, and 

how transformational change occurs. Last night, Flint introduced the dark chain of 

causation, the mutual dependence of feeling, craving, pursuit, gain, decision-making, 

desire and lust, possessiveness, stinginess, and defensiveness, leading to the taking up 

of clubs and weapons, conflicts, quarrels, and disputes, insults, slander, and falsehood. 

To better understand this chain of causation he introduced the internal family system 

model of parts and Self, and the wonderful quote from Jack Kornfield.  

Now we know that in this age and culture, when many of our sensual desires are easily 

satisfied, it is not only ascetics who fight with ascetics over views—just about everyone 

does. Tonight I want to try to bring these different approaches to understanding conflict 

together. Because people do fight, whether openly or through subtle measures: they 

fight in families, in neighborhoods, in offices and schools, even in churches and 

hospitals. They fight over newborns and they fight over the dying. They fight in boats, in 

cars, on trains, buses, planes, and playing fields. Sometimes it seems we will never be 

able to end the fights.  

Let’s look at this in a simplified way:  

First, we observe a difference.  

Then, we make of the difference a separation: self and other.  

Then a judgment swiftly follows.  

Now we are well and truly separated—in our minds. All of this takes less than a 

nanosecond.  

And now we can operate on the projection without needing the presence of the other 

person at all. How many of you have continued arguing with someone in your head 

even when they are not there? Aren’t you just so eloquent and persuasive? 

We react from identification and project identification on the other, and so create 

suffering for ourselves and others, including those we love. 

Well, aren’t we different? Or, more accurately, aren’t there differences between us? I 

doubt we could ever eradicate the very human, probably hard-wired perception of 

differences, whether it is a difference in skin color or a difference in how we load the 

dishwasher. Kafka said, “Love means overvaluing the tiny differences that distinguish 

one person from another.” 
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It’s what happens next that turns the key in the ignition and fires up conflict. We use 

the difference as a signal of separation: you and me, his ideas and my ideas, your 

country and our country, the bad apples and the upstanding citizens.  

Once on a plane I sat next to a big, beefy Texan, with a sunburned face, a plaid shirt, a 

bolo tie, Levis, boots, and a large cowboy hat. I surmised he was a rancher, and I was 

right. But as he began to talk, I was completely captivated. For many years he had been 

a teacher for the most troubled teenagers in an “alternative” high school. They were 

violent, dangerous, and unpredictable, and he loved them all. They pulled knives on him 

and even guns. He told one of them, “if you shoot that thing, you better kill me, 

because if you don’t kill me I am going to come after you and I will finish you.” The kid 

sheepishly put his gun back in his backpack. He would take the kids out to his ranch, 

teach them to ride and work cattle, in hopes of rehabilitating them. But, he told me with 

such sorrow, “We never saved a single one.” He wondered when the trouble started, 

what made kids so troubled. And so he studied kids in the middle schools, but they 

were already troubled by then. And so he kept going back, earlier and earlier in the 

schools, observing and studying in classroom after classroom. He said, finally, he got 

back to kindergarten and preschool. “That’s where it starts,” he told me, “Here’s how it 

happens. A kid does something out of line, and then the teacher punishes him by 

separating him from the other kids: a red chair in the corner, a separate room, sending 

him to the office. Once they’ve been separated they feel like an outcast, the other kids 

treat them like an outcast, and they also miss the teaching that is being given to the 

other kids, so they fall behind.” There were tears in his eyes as he turned to me and 

said, “That’s how it starts, in those little kids, with separation.”  

What happens once we construct separation from difference? It depends. We might, 

upon recognizing a difference, remain open and appreciative in meeting it. We might 

keep a spirit of inquiry rather than mobilizing a protection or defense or a judgment. 

Most likely, we will characterize the difference according to several factors: the way we 

hold our values, and the reactivity of parts inside ourselves.  

Holding values in the red level way, we try to figure out if there is a threat, and whether 

we have more or less power in the situation, whether we need to attack or cower.   

In blue level thinking, we try to determine what rules apply, where the other person is 

located in the hierarchy, and therefore how we ought to relate to him or her.  

In orange level thinking, we try to determine whether the other person will be a 

resource or an obstacle in our meeting our goals and achieving success. Is the 

difference something that can be exploited? 

In green level thinking, we try to be tolerant and accepting of the differences, while also 

gauging how tolerant and accepting the other person might be. Can the difference be 

submerged or ignored? 

In yellow level thinking there is basic curiosity about the possibilities of the encounter in 

its immediacy and improvisation. What might we do together? Or not? 
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In turquoise level thinking, the difference is part of a cosmic pattern, the playing out of a 

story that unfolds over eons and across the universe 

Meanwhile, there are the internal parts of us that probably carry at least several of these 

levels of organization for our values. Each one has a story about what the difference 

means. Who is in charge? How do we view the situation? 

A mild difference of opinion for one person is a heated discussion for another and an 

epic battle for yet another. Just sit in on any faculty meeting and then talk to people 

afterwards about it to see the full range.  

These differences in framing are a result of many factors that have shaped our 

conditioning: personality traits we came into the world with, family patterns, schooling, 

regional and cultural influences, historical events, and so on.  

Some of us grew up in households where an emotion was rarely expressed, in others, a 

free-for-all of shouting matches demonstrated love and intimacy through conflict. This 

definitely affects the framing.  

Most often, we frame situations as much more freighted than they need to be. It helps 

to bring some lightness and spaciousness to most situations. Some of you have heard 

the story that was in the news a while ago of the burglar who burst into a suburban 

home during a cocktail party and demanded that everyone put their valuables in a bag. 

The hostess coolly approached and offered him a glass of wine, saying, “it’s a pretty 

decent pinot noir. Would you like some cheese and crackers?” She handed him the 

glass and he took it and dropped his bag. He mingled for a while, chatting with the 

guests, and then said, “Well, I have to go now. Thanks for the hospitality!” And then he 

was gone.  

Our differences don’t need to be terminal, nor do they need to ascend to the Supreme 

Court. But sometimes we treat them that way.A lot depends on the situation and the 

framing we give it. It’s a good idea to be awake. Why? So that we can notice when the 

situation or life conditions change, when they require a response that is appropriate.  

So from the experience of separation, we can pay attention to our own patterns of 

reactivity, which, as we’ve said, might reflect the ways we hold our values, and also the 

parts inside of us that carry the burdens of mistaken beliefs—about ourselves, about 

other people, and about the world. 

We might react with anger (directed either inwardly or outwardly, and this tends to be a 

gendered thing).  

We might react with agitation,  

or grasping,  

with envy or  
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fear or  

despair, even with  

withdrawal.  

Classically, psychologists taught that we react typically to stress in these ways: 

Fight 

Flight 

Freeze, and more recently 

Tend and befriend 

And, I would add 

Hide and pretend 

The only two that offer connection instead of separation are “fight” and “Tend and 

befriend.”  

How can we free ourselves from the reactivity that keeps re-inscribing our conflicts 

when the world is such a troubled and troubling place? The answer is not in self-denial 

or suppression of our experience.  

Here’s one way the Buddha explains it: 

From In the Buddha’s Words 

p. 32, p. 33 and p. 36   

32 (2) The Vicissitudes of Life 

“These eight worldly conditions, monks, keep the world turning around, and the world 

turns around these eight worldly conditions. What eight? Gain and loss, fame and 

disrepute, praise and blame, pleasure and pain. [note that these are different and carry 

different meanings for different Graves levels] 

“These eight worldly conditions, monks, are encountered by an uninstructed worldling, 

and they are also encountered by an instructed noble disciple. What now is the 

distinction, the disparity, the difference between an instructed noble disciple and an 

uninstructed worldling?” 

“Venerable sir, our knowledge of these things has its roots in the Blessed One; it has 

the Blessed One as guide and resort. It would be good, venerable sir if the Blessed One 

would clarify the meaning of that statement. Having heard it from him, the monks will 

bear it in mind.”  

“Listen then, monks, and attend carefully. I shall speak.”  

“Yes, venerable sir,” the monks replied. The Blessed One then spoke thus: 

“When an uninstructed worldling, monks, comes upon gain, he does not reflect on it 

thus: ‘This gain that has come to me is impermanent, bound up with suffering, subject 

to change.’ He does not know it as it really is. And when he comes upon loss, fame, 
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and disrepute, praise and blame, he does not reflect on them thus: ‘All these are 

impermanent, bound up with suffering, subject to change.’ He does not know them as 

they really are. With such a person, gain and loss, fame and disrepute, praise and 

blame, pleasure and pain keep his mind engrossed. When gain comes he is elated and 

when he meets with loss he is dejected. When fame comes he is elated and when he 

meets with disrepute he is dejected. When he experiences pleasure he is elated and 

when he experiences pain he is dejected. Being thus involved in likes and dislikes, he 

will not be freed from birth, aging, and death, from sorrow, lamentation, pain, dejection, 

and despair; he will not be freed from suffering, I say. 

“But, monks, when an instructed noble disciple comes upon gain, he reflects on it thus: 

‘This gain that has come to me is impermanent, bound up with suffering subject to 

change.’ And so he will reflect when loss and so forth come upon him. He understands 

all these things as they really are, and they do not engross his mind. Thus he will not be 

elated by gain and dejected by loss; elated by fame and dejected by disrepute; elated by 

praise and dejected by blame; elated by pleasure and dejected by pain. Having thus 

given up likes and dislikes, he will be freed from birth, aging, and death, from sorrow, 

lamentation, pain, dejection, and despair; he will be freed from suffering, I say. 

“This, monks, is the distinction, the disparity, the difference between an instructed 

noble disciple and an uninstructed worldling.” (AN8:6; IV 157-59) 

Notice what he is encouraging in his disciples: to understand things as they really are.  

So on the Buddhist path, as in all spiritual traditions, there is a malevolent force that 

tempts us, that obstructs us, Mara. Mara appeared to the Buddha throughout his life, 

from his days as an ascetic until shortly before his death. Batchelor says, Gotama’s 

encounters with Mara use mythic language to convey the perennial struggle between 

good and evil. Gotama’s encounters with Mara illustrate how the good is conceived: a 

life unconstrained by those forces that impede it from flourishing. Mara is sometimes 

referred to as the antaka: the one who imposes dead ends, which, by keeping one 

caught in cycles of reactive behavior, limit the ability to respond to life with care. The 

word Mara literally means “the killer” and is thus equivalent to pamada—carelessness, 

which, in the words of the Dhammapada is “the path to death.”  

Mara is persuasive, and you have all encountered him in one way or another.  

Gotama first encountered him when he was an ascetic, and Mara urged him to give up 

the struggle and enjoy the holy life by doing rituals and gaining merit. Mara says, “What 

can you do by struggling now?  

The path of struggling too is rough and difficult  

and hard to bear.”  

Gotama responds with steadfast resolve:  

O Evil One, 
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O Cousin of the Negligent, 

You have come here for your own ends.  

Now merit I need not at all; 

Let Mara talk of merit then  

To those that stand in need of it.  

For I have faith and energy, 

And I have understanding too. 

So while I thus subdue myself 

Why do you speak to me of life? 

And he continues, 

Better I die in battle now 

Than choose to live on in defeat… 

Your serried squadrons, which the world 

with all its gods cannot defeat, 

I shall now break with understanding, 

As with a stone a raw clay pot.  

Mara returns the night of the Buddha’s enlightenment, marshaling all of his armies and 

using all of his wiles to try to dissuade the Buddha from his vow to sit until he had 

answers for his deepest questions, the questions about suffering. His final weapon was 

self-doubt. With his armies arrayed behind him, he said, “Look at all my legions, how 

they testify to my might and power. Who do you think you are, Gotama, that you could 

achieve the deathless? Who will testify for you?” In that moment Gotama simply 

reached down and touched the earth, which trembled and shook in the six directions, 

and Mara vanished. Again after Buddha’s enlightenment, Mara appeared to taunt him: 

You have forsaken the ascetic path 

By means of which men purify themselves; 

You are not pure, you fancy you are pure. 

The path of purity is far from you.  

The Blessed One recognized Mara and answered him (always in verse) 

I know these penances to gain the deathless— 

Whatever kind they are—to be as vain  

As a ship’s oars and rudder on dry land. 

But it is owing to development 

of virtue, concentration, understanding, 

That I have reached enlightenment; and you 

Exterminator, have been vanquished now. 

then Mara the Evil One knew: “The Blessed One knows me, the Sublime One knows 

me.” Sad and disappointed, he vanished at once.  

This is the pattern over and over again, as Mara reappears to try to convince the Buddha 

not to bother teaching, and whenever he thinks the Buddha might be low or vulnerable. 
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After 7 years of following the Buddha he finds him on the banks of a river, alone. He 

says, hoping to persuade him to abandon his path, 

Do you now dream in woods immersed in sorrow? 

Have you lost wealth or are you pining for it? 

Is there some crime done by you in the town? 

Why do you make no friends among the people? 

And is there not that you can call a friend? 

The Buddha responds: 

The root of sorrow is dug out of me. 

Unsorrowing I meditate in innocence  

And free of taints, O Cousin of the Careless, 

As one rid of all hankering for being. 

Mara persists: 

The things of which men say, ‘It is mind’ 

And men who utter the word ‘mine’— 

If you have thoughts allied to these, 

You cannot then escape me, monk.” 

Buddha replies: 

“Things they call ‘mine’ I call not so; 

I am not one of those so saying.  

Here this, then Evil One, the path  

I know you cannot even see.”  

Mara won’t give up: 

“If you have truly found a path 

That leads in safety to the Deathless, 

Depart But go by it alone. 

What need to let another know? 

But Buddha will not be deterred from teaching the dharma: 

“People who seek to cross beyond 

Ask me where death cannot prevail; 

Thus asked, I tell the End of All, 

Where is no substance for rebirth.”  

Mara is defeated, but this time he acknowledges it: 

“Suppose, Lord, not far from a town or a village there were a pond with a crab in it; and 

then a party of boys or girls went out from the town or village to the pond: and they 
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went into the pond and pulled the crab out of the water and set it on dry land; and 

whenever the crab extended a leg they cut it off, broke it and smashed it with sticks 

and stones so that the crab with all its legs cut off, broken and smashed would be 

unable to get back to the pond as before—so all Mara’s distorting, parodying, and 

travestying have been cut off, broken and smashed by the Blessed One; and now I 

cannot get near the Blessed One any more when I seek an opportunity.” 

Mara went off and sat cross-legged not far from the Blessed One, silent, dismayed, 

with shoulders drooping and head down, glum and with nothing to say, scraping the 

ground with a stick. So his three daughters Tanha, Arati, and Raga (Craving, boredom, 

and lechery) tried to cheer him up by offering to seduce the Buddha. They went to the 

Buddha and told him they worshipped him, but he didn’t pay any attention to him, so 

they took on different guises: as a hundred virgins, as women who have had children 

once, twice, mature women, even old women, but the Buddha took no notice of them. 

So they tried to to persuade him in the same way Mara had, but of course he was 

impervious to that. Raga laments: 

“With craving severed he goes in company: 

Numbers of beings will follow him, alas! 

And there are multitudes the Unattached 

Will filch from the realm of Death and lead ashore. 

The Great Heroes, the Perfect Ones, 

Lead men away by the good Dhamma. 

What jealous spite of ours avails 

Against the good Dhamma’s guiding power? 

So they return to Mara. I love his response as he sees them coming: 

Fools! You have tried to split a rock  

By poking it with lily stems. 

To dig a hill out with your nails, 

To chew up iron with your teeth 

To find footing on a cliff 

with a great stone upon your head, 

To push a tree down with your chest— 

And so you are come from Gotama frustrated.  

I’m taking some time to give you the flavor of Mara’s repeated attempts to interfere 

with the Buddha’s spiritual emergence because we all face these forces. They are the 

forces of reactivity, traditionally described as sensual desire, discontent, hunger and 

thirst, craving, sloth and torpor; fear; doubt; hypocrisy and obstinacy; gain, renown, 

honor and ill-gotten fame; and the extolling of oneself and disparaging of others.  
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The Buddha says to Mara: 

That army of yours, which the world together with the gods cannot overcome, I shall 

destroy with understanding as if smashing an unfired pot with a pebble. Having brought 

my thoughts under control, and established mindfulness. I shall wander from country to 

country, training many followers.  

Batchelor notes, “this passage acknowledges that Mara’s army cannot be defeated by 

conventional or even divine powers. The Buddha is fully aware that these forces cannot 

be excised by performing a kind of spiritual lobotomy. The key to overcoming Mara lies 

in the use of one’s intelligence: the ability one has to change how one thinks and 

imagines. If we represent Mara’s forces as an invading army, then we are liable to see 

ourselves as vulnerable and defenseless. But if we imagine them as unfired pots, we 

picture ourselves in a different way. Instead of being cowering wimps, we could be 

transformed into people with a well-honed skill in throwing stones.”  

So nirvana, in Batchelor’s terms becomes both freedom whenever greed, hatred, and 

confusion are momentarily inactive and also freedom even while in the throes of 

reactivity itself.  

It is Mara that shakes us up on the path, not only in our practice, where we become 

discouraged or dissuaded from sitting (it’s too early! it’s too cold out! It’s not 

comfortable!), where we feel separated from the sangha (I don’t know anyone! I don’t 

understand how to connect with people! I am an outcast!), where we feel distant from 

the teachers and afraid to meet in that intimate, vulnerable space. But we also 

experience Mara in our work and our relationships. There is a special version for writers, 

right? (Who are you kidding? There are already too many books on this topic! You are 

not even a real expert! Think of the negative comments on Amazon! And that is if you 

even manage to publish it, which is unlikely. There are much better books by other 

authors, and on and on.) In relationships Mara can be particularly insidious. Check out 

Othello for a first-rate primer on that, but we have all been beset by doubt, by fear, by all 

of the forces of Mara that work to prevent our truthfulness, our vulnerability, our 

longing, our anger from ever being expressed. And so the conflict—with our boss, with 

our partner, with our children, with our neighbors—often goes underground. 

The music next door is problematic for meditation, right? It could easily escalate into a 

conflict between us. Here’s what I wrote to them:  

Dear neighbors- 

We are a small Zen meditation center. We love music and musicians as much as 

anyone in Austin, and we respect the neighborhood musicians’ enthusiasm and need 

for practice. We have a periodic need for quiet. We hope you will be able to 

accommodate us for the short periods when our folks are meditating. Some of them are 

quite new to meditation and loud music makes it much harder for them. In addition, we 
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do counseling, sometimes with folks who are dealing with trauma. Loud noises can be 

upsetting for them.  

Our times of greatest need for quiet are these: 

• weekday mornings from 6:30–7:30 AM (possibly you may still be sleeping!),  

• weekday evenings from 7:00–8:30 PM,  

• Sunday morning from 8:00 AM to 11:00 AM, and  

• Tuesday midday from 12:00 noon–1:30 PM.  

If it is possible to refrain from practice or playing loud music during those times you 

would help us tremendously. In return, we will meditate for your well-being and musical 

success.  

We know this is quite a lot to ask, and we really appreciate your assistance. I hope you 

do not mind our making this request.  

I taped this letter to a batch of oatmeal cookies.  

What do you think? Is it working? We can dissolve the heart of conflict when we truly 

meet, in respect, not mired in the snare of conditioned reactivity thrown by Mara, the 

Mara that lives within us, constantly looking for an opportunity to turn us from our vow.  

  


