Stay Unsettled

DRBU Convocation Speech by Martin Verhoeven, Ph.D.
Dean of Academics, DRBU on August 18, 2015
Chinese Translation by Chin-Ben Ling and Chin-Xi Ma
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I would like to welcome you all to

convocation; the beginning of another
year of learning and exploring. I hope
you have settled in a bit by now—with
the dorms, dining and campus layout.
But do not get too settled, because now
the real work begins: getting unsettled.

We say in our mission statement
that  “Dharma Realm  Buddhist
University is a community dedicated
to liberal education in the broad
Buddhist tradition....” This means
getting unsettled. Why? Because, as our

mission goes on to say, we believe:

...that students possess a latent
capacity for understanding and that
education serves as a catalyst that

helps precipitate and release knowledge
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into active awareness. Developz'ng
this inherent capacity requires an
orientation toward learning that is
dialogical, interactive, probing, and

deeply self-reflective.

This is just another way of
saying, “Get ready to settle into
a few years of being unsettled.”
Because one does not so much ‘get an
education’ but lets an education get
you. A real liberal arts education is
not a commodity or something you
acquire outside and take possession
of. Rather it is a process of inquiry
that takes possession of you. It tugs,
pushes, prods, stirs you up. In a word,
‘unsettles.” One of the ‘teachers’
you will be studying, Ralph Waldo
Emerson, put it this way, “People
wish to be settled. Only insofar as
they are unsettled is there any hope
for them.”

This kind of learning involves
knowledge of the larger world all
around us, and more importantly,
insights into the knower him or
herself. This is why another teacher
you will be exposed to, Socrates,
exhorted his students to “know
thyself.” Why? Maybe because we
only know that external world
through this—our own minds. We
cannot know that without knowing
this. And to know this, to know
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oneself, is a lot harder than it might seem. You have to be
willing to probe into who you think you are, and that’s why
Socrates unsettled his students.

Socrates said the goal is to know yourself. Then he followed
that by saying that if you don’t explore this, youre living an
unexamined life, and the unexamined life is not worth living.
This unsettling of people made him a great teacher and also an
irritant. In fact he was called a gadfly, like a bug that buzzes
around and bugs people with all these questions.

This morning I was thinking back to my childhood when
my sister really began a Socratic
method by asking me what I was
going to be when I grew up. I wasn’t
smart enough to answer at the time
so I was just dumbstruck. But I
thought about it this morning, and
I could have said, “Well what’s so
great about being grown-up?” I
mean if youre only born to die and
get sick why would you want to
grow up? Can’t I just grow, without
growing up? Or cant I just be,
without having to be something?
end to growing? And.... If T stop

Isn’t being something an

growing, what’s the point of being?

A lot of questions could arise
if you really started to think about
things. Maybe these are the kind
of questions you may have asked
yourself or are wrestling with. I've
been doing it for almost seventy
years now, and I don’t have all of
the answers. Every time a question
seems to get answered another
takes it place—one that’s even
more interesting. You could call
this perplexity or maybe ‘wonder.’
I think it was Laozi who said, “I seem as unsettled as the ocean,
blown adrift, never brought to a stop.... But from wonder
to wonder, existence opens.” This idea of being unsettled, of
having doubt is part of our tradition—it’s healthy doubg; it’s
constructive doubt; it’s not destructive doubt. There’s a saying
in the Chan tradition: “If you have small doubt, you'll have a
small awakening; if you have great doubt, you'll have a great

awakening; if you have no doubt, there’s no awakening.”
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So if you look at these great teachers and what they were
following, all of them proposed a method of asking questions and
constructively doubting; and that was the rubbing that brought
out your true mind and your true nature. So I saw on the t-shirts.
The t-shirts say what? “Entering the Dharma Realm.” Did you talk
about that? So you know who it’s about? No? Well, it’s about you,
of course.

Technically, it’s about a pure good youth called Good Wealth,
Sudhana in Sanskrit, who was seeking for real truth and for a real
understanding into the deep nature of things, the true nature of
reality, which is what the Dharma Realm means. So the ‘entering’
is just exploring and discovering; and the ‘dharma realm’ is the
true nature of reality, and your own true nature. Sudhana wonders,
“What is it all about? What does it all mean?” He begins with all
these questions, and he goes through a series of fifty-plus teachers
seeking answers.

Each teacher sends him on to somebody else. He gets a little
bit of an insight from one, but each answer opens to deeper
questions. Each provides a piece of the larger puzzle. As he doesn’t
get it completely, he goes on and on. Now the interesting thing
about his epic quest is that when he completes his journey, he ends
up where he started from. He starts with this teacher Manjusri, the
Bodhisattva of great wisdom, who sends him off to wander and
search; and lo and behold, after fifty-plus teachers, he’s back with
Manjusri again. So he circles back. Why?

Well, one way of interpreting this is that Sudhana had the
answers all along. They were within him, but he didn’t know it. He
didn’t realize it. He was, in a sense, partially asleep. So the advisors
didn’t pour anything into him, they pulled it out of him. They
drew it out of him, as this is the only thing that could be done—
the only method of true education and the goal of real learning.

In fact, the word education, has as one of its roots the latin verb
educere, which means to draw forth, to draw out. So the process
of education is to pull out those abilities, insights, and awaken
capacities within each of us—faculty and students alike.

Now to the reason why it’s unsettling. I'll just say a little bit
about this. I go to the Maine wilderness every summer for total
emptying out. When I came back from Maine on this trip, the first
place I hit was JFK airport, and the amount of scattered energy
and distraction at the airport was just overwhelming. My senses
were so inundated that I became almost dizzy, drunk. So I started
to think a little bit. When the Buddha and Socrates say we need
to be awakened, what do they mean when they say we are asleep?
They meant, of course, oblivious, unaware, just going through the
motions of living—unreflective, in a dream.

The modern form of being asleep or unawakened, I would
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say, is distraction. I'm going to use that word, even though
we do not usually think of distraction as asleep. Instead, we
associate it with hyperactivity, over-alertness, busy, busy,
grasping and taking in everything. A peculiar malaise of
wanting everything, but then finding everything we want
and get is empty.

Let me share something with you. The poet T. S. Eliot
was talking about this nearly 80 years ago and suggested that
the biggest obstacle keeping us from being fully human is
our distraction. “Distracted from distraction by distraction,”
was how he put it. We are plagued by distraction, yet cannot
cut through it, cannot regain focus, because we try to escape
distraction by further distraction. We escape from our
prison not by breaking out, but by slipping into a reverie of
escapism. “Dreaming within a dream,” as the Buddha put
it. We're distracted, and we mistakenly think the cause of
the distraction will be the cure of distraction. We cannot
confront our distraction because we avoid it through further
distraction. Wow! This is his line: “We're distracted from
distraction by distraction.”

So the state of uninterrupted distraction, the modern
form of drunk and dreaming is distraction within distraction.
We can’t address it; we can’t untangle it because were
“distracted from our distraction by further distraction.” We
“live lives of quiet desperation,” as Thoreau put it. Meaning
and purpose are so elusive. We want to find our way out, to
get clear, but we can't focus and concentrate. And why is that?
The very devices that rob our concentration stimulate us to
want more of these devices: techno-thieves of consciousness.

The thing I saw in the New York airport was all
these technological devices that people were tuning into,
including the two people on the airplane who asked, “Can
we switch seats?” They were husband and wife and wanted
to sit together. I thought, “How romantic. I'll give them my
seat so they can sit together.” They sat down, and they both
proceeded to take out their separate devices and mutually
play different games on their devices for the whole flight.
They never talked to each other. Together yet completely
alone; shoulder to shoulder in mutual distraction. It is
worth quoting more of T. S. Eliot’s poem as it so captures
the modern mind, the spirit of the times, and the challenge

our program is trying to address. He says:

Neither plentitude nor vacancy. Only a flicker
Ovwer the time-ridden faces

Distracted from distraction by distraction
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Filled with fancies and empty of meaning
Tumid apathy with no concentration

Men and bits of paper, whirled by the cold wind. ...

So that’s destructive unsettledness. The constructive
unsettledness of Emerson is to go into the heart of this
and get past distraction to find what is not distracted,
what is still and clear in us—what is true. That’s really
what the program is about. The image that comes to me,
because of most of my teachers, and I think this is true
perhaps with all of us, is that our faculty (our primary
source books and instructors, and spiritual exercises) are
gadflies. They’re really irritating. In fact, if we do a good
job, we too should be somewhat irritating. If you think
about it, the pearl which comes in the oyster doesnt
start as a pearl. It starts as an irritant: a grain or particle
of sand that gets into the oyster. It stirs up the oyster
to release these chemicals called nacre, that then form
the peatl. So in a sense, what you're doing here is you're
comfortably settling into an oyster and then letting the
sand in.

This is a precious time. It may be the only time
you have to explore and wonder in such creative
unsettledness. Really enjoy the opportunity to be
bewildered, perplexed, and unsettled. And I’ll quote to
you why you might do that, because unsettledness is not
the desired end, only a means to another end. There’s
a wonderful passage from Laozi, where he talks about
the importance of letting yourself become unsettled
and murky. He says, “Become as murky as a troubled
stream.” And then he asks, “Which of you can assume
such murkiness to, in the end, become still and clear?”

Murkiness leads to clarity. Sudhana’s search leads
right back to where he began. The clarity is right there
within the murkiness. Eliots poem ends with these

poignant lines:

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

So welcome! Good to see you. I think we'll have a

great murky time together. &
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