
What is to be done about this now? 

The poem by Huineng:

Deluded, a Buddha is a sentient being;
Awakened, a sentient being is a Buddha.
Ignorant, a Buddha is a sentient being;
With wisdom, a sentient being is a Buddha.
If the mind is warped, a Buddha is a sentient being;
If the mind is impartial, a sentient being is a Buddha.
When once a warped mind is produced,
Buddha is concealed within the sentient being.
If for one instant of thought we become impartial,
Then sentient beings are themselves Buddha.
In our mind itself a Buddha exists,
Our own Buddha is the true Buddha.
If we do not have in ourselves the Buddha mind,
Then where are we to seek Buddha?

(From Zen Poems, edited by Peter Harris)

What I want to talk about may not seem to have anything to do with this poem, but perhaps by 
the end you will see the connection. 

The question: What is to be done about this now?

This is our fundamental question. It is not only our question in our zazen, but our moment to 
moment question in our daily lives. Most of the time we struggle because we don’t truly 
understand the nature of the question. And we have some conditioning that distorts even the 
asking of it. For example, as teachers one of the most common questions we get is What 
should I do? What should I do about my wandering thoughts? What should I do about my 
difficult boss? What should I do to be less angry? What should I do with my child, my husband, 
my best friend who has cancer? 
Notice that this form of the question is quite different. It is asked by an ego, an I . It puts that I at 
the center of the action, and relegates others to the position of responders or receivers of the 
action. The first question, what is to be done about this now? Does not assume that I will do 
something at all. It distributes agency across the entire situation, and in this way, also invites 



collaborations and cooperation. Our conventional question, What should I do? Also contains an  
expectation: should. It implies that there is a proper or correct, a good or even “spiritual” action 
that can somehow be identified, or a “best” way to act. The question itself defers responsibility 
from the speaker. It is like a child asking a parent what to do. Then, if things turn out badly, 
there is at least someone else to blame. But this is not the way grownups seek guidance. A 
grownup recognizes that each person has a unique perspective on any situation, and in asking, 
what is to be done about this now? Is looking for other perspectives, helpful skills, and shared 
wisdom, not directive answers. 
For example: What should I do about my wandering mind? Asks the teacher to provide a tool or 
technique that can change my mind. Already in the question there are a whole host of 
assumptions: 

1. I have a thing called “my mind”
2. I have control over my mind but...
3. my mind “wanders” or “is distracted” much of the time
4. this shouldn’t happen. I don’t want this.
5. my mind in its natural activities, and my lack of control of it is somehow a problem
6. I need to do something about this problem
7. I don’t know what to do, and I am not able to discover what to do
8. Here is a teacher, who should know how to help me
9. Students ask teachers questions, and 
10. Teachers answer questions and solve students’ problems, therefore
11. the teacher can tell me how to solve this problem
12. I will do what the teacher tells me to do (for a while at least, or as much of it as I want to, 

sometimes)
13. This will remedy the problem (or not, depending on  your script for seeking advice)

We might question each one of these assumptions, and that is what Zen teachers have been 
doing, in their teachings, koans, and actions, for over a thousand years. They lecture, hold up 
one finger, sit silent, shout, hit a student with a stick, laugh uproariously, or say something 
nonsensical or paradoxical, something that doesn’t even seem about the question. Why?

1. Why are you so sure you “have a mind?” Is it not more like, streaming thinking 
happening? 

2. On what basis can you say your mind “wanders” or “is distracted?” Wanders from what? 
Is distracted from what? 

3. What should be happening instead? How do you know that?
4. what makes you think you can control that activity?
5. Who or what is noticing and making decisions about what is happening?
6. Is it really a problem? 



7. If something else is needed, who other than you could know what to do with “your 
mind?” 

8. What is the role of the teacher, actually, if not to tell me what to do and solve my 
“problem?” 

9. What makes me think I will actually do what the teacher tells me to do? If the teacher 
actually will tell me what to do? 

10. What will the situation be once this “problem” is remedied? 
Well, you get the idea. We must deeply inquire into even the grammar of the ways that we are 
framing our experience. The language we use speaks volumes about our assumptions and 
intentions, and it requires great precision in practice to begin to notice it at this fine-grained 
level. But nothing will blow holes in our self-created hypnotic trances of conditioned thought and 
action like this level of inquiry. This is why writing can be so valuable. When we write about our 
issue or question, we make the language we are using visible, and in the process, we can begin 
our inquiry into it more easily. 
Zen is often thought of as passive. Most people assume that the Zen answer to the question 
what is to be done about this now is some form of “nothing.” It is true that quite often our 
assumption that “something must be done (by me)” does not stand up to scrutiny. It is rather a 
way of cultivating a drama in which I am once again at the center, either as hero or failure, 
rescuer or victim, clown or sage. We may in fact discover that what is to be done will not even 
involve “me.” 
But just as easily, there will be some wise or compassionate response you can provide, some 
expression of your capacities or gifts that becomes exactly what is needed, no matter how 
ragged or unskilled. In order to discover just what that is, we need to be very wide awake, 
because it is unfolding in this very moment. We need to recognize how to invite or include 
others in the mutually creative, emergent quality of “what happens next.” This is only possible 
through the remorseless dismantling of everything we think we should do, everything we expect 
others to do, everything we want to be told to do. It is like leaving a bustling, polluted, noisy city 
to stand, finally, on the open prairie with its fresh breezes and vast clear sky. In this place we 
can simply be curious about where we are, and what is actually happening. We can pay mindful 
attention to what is the condition of the now? Is there something to be done, someone to be 
cared for, something to be offered, something to be aware of, something to learn, something to 
be said? The entire future of your life rests on your next move, and there are no shoulds in it, no 
“right way.” 
So get mindful for just a moment, and see what question is arising for you right now, and we’ll 
take a look at it together. Ready? Find a partner. You will take turns. The speaker firsts shares 
his or her question, and then identifies an assumption in it. Listeners, assist the speaker in 
finding assumptions. We can tend to be a bit blind to our own assumptions. I’ll tell you when to 
switch. 




