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About the book

Title: Discovering Zen: A Journey with Alan W. Watts  

Book: "This is It and Other Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience"  

Overview:  

Join Alan W. Watts on a profound exploration of Zen philosophy and

spiritual experience, as he invites readers to peel back the layers of illusion

that separate us from the present moment. In this enlightening collection,

Watts—one of the foremost thinkers of the twentieth century—masterfully

integrates Eastern wisdom with Western perspectives. 

Key Themes:  

- The Essence of Zen: Delve deeply into the core principles that define Zen

philosophy.  

- Transcending Separateness: Understand how the illusion of separateness

affects our spiritual journeys.  

- Awareness of Now: Embrace the importance of the present moment and

recognize that what we seek is already within us.  

- Clarity and Eloquent Insight: Benefit from Watts’ ability to articulate

complex ideas with remarkable clarity and style.  

Why Read This Book?  

Prepare for a transformative experience as you navigate through each

thought-provoking essay. Whether you are new to Zen or have studied it for
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years, these reflections promise to challenge, inspire, and kindle a personal

exploration into the nature of existence and ultimate reality. 

Call to Action:  

Dive into Watts' powerful essays and discover the elusive "it" that awaits

you—not in distant places, but here and now within your own

consciousness.
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About the author

Profile: Alan W. Watts

Background: Alan W. Watts was a British philosopher, writer, and speaker

who made a significant impact on the Western perception of Eastern

philosophies, especially Zen Buddhism, during the mid-20th century. 

Early Life: Born in 1915, Watts began his academic journey studying

theology and Anglican Christianity before shifting his focus to Eastern

mystical traditions.

Contributions: Watts emerged as a key figure in popularizing these traditions

through his extensive writings and engaging lectures. His literary works

cover a wide range of subjects, including comparative religion and the nature

of consciousness.

Style: Known for his eloquent, accessible, and often humorous prose, Watts

had a unique talent for distilling complex philosophical ideas into relatable

concepts for the general public.

Legacy: His influence reached its peak during the countercultural

movements of the 1960s, and he remains a vital source of inspiration for

modern spiritual seekers, ensuring his ideas continue to resonate today.
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1. Understanding the Essence of Zen: An
Introduction to Zen Philosophy

Zen philosophy, as articulated by Alan W. Watts in "This is It and Other

Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience," is a profound exploration of the

nature of reality and our place within it. At its core, Zen transcends the

limitations of traditional philosophical inquiry, prioritizing direct experience

over theoretical knowledge. This approach positions Zen as less a rigid

system of belief and more a fluid, living practice that invites individuals to

engage with their immediate experience in a deeply intentional way.

One of the primary tenets of Zen philosophy is the emphasis on living in the

present moment. Watched through the lens of Zen, the incessant human

tendency to dwell on past regrets or future anxieties is seen not only as a

distraction but as a fundamental misunderstanding of existence itself. Zen

teaches that the present moment is the only reality we can truly comprehend,

as it is the only moment in which we can act and experience life. This

perspective aligns with many teachings in various spiritual traditions,

recognizing the present as sacred ground, the actual place of encounter with

life’s richness.

Additionally, Zen philosophy pivots around the notion of

interconnectedness. It suggests that all beings and things are fundamentally

interwoven, and that the boundaries we often perceive between ourselves
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and the world are artificial constructs. Watts illustrates this beautifully when

he describes how one should view nature not as something separate to be

dominated or controlled, but as an extension of the self. He often quotes the

Zen masters who refer to a leaf as "a part of the tree," signifying that our

existence is inextricably linked to everything around us. This intricate web

of connection leads to a profound sense of compassion and responsibility

towards others and the environment, encouraging a harmonious way of life.

To deepen the understanding of Zen, Watts introduces the concept of

'satori'—a sudden awakening or realization that transcends intellectual

understanding. This form of insight is often depicted as a personal

experience, a moment of clarity that reveals the true nature of reality, as if

one were lifting a veil to see the world without the distortion of personal ego

and societal conditioning. An illustrative case of 'satori' can be found in the

story of a Zen master who, tutoring a student, abruptly broke the silence with

a loud clap. This unexpected action snapped the student out of his

conditioned responses and provoked an immediate awareness of his

surroundings in a fresh light. Here, the simplicity of the experience belies its

depth, emphasizing that enlightenment can come from the most ordinary

moments if one is present and receptive.

Furthermore, the practice of meditation, a cornerstone of Zen, serves as a

vital modality for grounding oneself in the present moment and accessing
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deeper layers of consciousness. Through techniques such as 'zazen,' a form

of seated meditation, practitioners cultivate awareness and stillness, peering

into the nature of their thoughts and sensations without attachment. This

practice is far from mere relaxation; it is a disciplined engagement with the

essence of one’s being and perception.

In conclusion, understanding the essence of Zen leads one on a journey not

merely of intellectual exploration but of experiential awakening. Alan Watts

invites us to engage with these profound ideas actively, fostering a life that

appreciates the present moment's beauty and the interconnectedness that

binds all beings. Through such an approach, Zen philosophy offers a

refreshing paradigm that encourages individuals to let go of rigid beliefs,

embrace the flow of life, and discover a deeper sense of peace and

mindfulness in the world around them.
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2. Living in the Present: Insights from 'This is
It'

In the essay "This is It", Alan Watts delves deeply into the notion that life is

not merely a rehearsal for some future event, nor a preparation for an

afterlife – it is an immediate experience that should be grasped in the present

moment. This discourse emphasizes the importance of being fully immersed

in the present experience, arguing that the essence of existence unfolds in the

now, and that clinging to past regrets or future anxieties serves only to dilute

the vibrancy of life.

Watts invites readers to reconsider their habitual tendency to live either in

the past or the future. He illustrates this with a poignant metaphor: imagine a

musician who, while playing a beautiful piece of music, constantly worries

about how well he will perform in the next movement or laments how he

stumbled in the previous one. In doing so, he neglects the beautiful sound

created at that very moment. This lack of presence detracts not only from the

experience of playing music but also from the joy of life itself.

The act of living in the present, according to Watts, leads inhabitants of this

world to realize that happiness is an intrinsic part of being alive, not

something hidden away for future attainment. Through various examples, he

articulates how many people delay their joy, waiting for the 'right time' or

the 'perfect moment' to begin truly living. Watts argues that we often think of
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happiness as something to be earned or achieved, rather than recognizing

that it is available to us at all times if we simply choose to engage with it

fully. 

Another compelling aspect of Watts’ essay revolves around the human

tendency to compartmentalize experiences. He writes about how society

conditions individuals to categorize moments as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’,

encouraging them to seek the pleasure of the former while avoiding the

latter. This duality creates a framework that prevents individuals from

experiencing the richness of life. For example, someone might view a

setback in their career as a negative event, overlooking the lessons it could

provide. By solely focusing on these labels, we neglect our capacity to

experience life authentically.

Watts encourages readers to embrace each moment without overly analyzing

or judging it. In his perspective, this means relinquishing the need for a fixed

narrative about life and allowing oneself to participate fully in its

spontaneous unfolding. He posits that through this lens, adversity can be

acknowledged as part of the journey, adding depth and texture to our

existence, rather than simply being viewed as an obstacle to overcome.

  

The importance of awareness and mindfulness is a key theme in "This is It".

Watts posits that awareness allows us to break free from our mind’s
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tendency to wander toward what was or what might be. He draws parallels

between Zen practices and everyday mindfulness, suggesting that when we

practice being aware in every pursuit—from a simple meal to engaging in

conversation—there is a transformative power that emerges, enriching the

experience and deepening our engagement with life.

Watts also emphasizes the role of Zen meditation in cultivating such

awareness. Through meditation, practitioners learn to observe the mind’s

movements, recognizing patterns of thought without attachment. This

practice highlights how many worries and stresses are products of our

imaginative capacity rather than reflections of reality. This realization paves

the way for a profound shift: as one learns to let go of these constructed fears

and preoccupations, the present moment becomes more vibrant and

available.

In conclusion, Alan Watts' insights from "This is It" illuminate the essential

truth that life unfolds moment by moment, and that each moment holds the

potential for joy, learning, and experience. By learning to live fully in the

present, we free ourselves from the burdens of unattainable expectations and

past grievances. Instead, we find beauty in the simplicity of being alive,

fostering a more profound connection with ourselves and the world around

us.
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3. The Interconnectedness of All Beings and the
Nature of Reality

In "This is It and Other Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience," Alan W.

Watts delves into the profound idea that all beings are interconnected and

that this interconnectedness is fundamental to understanding the nature of

reality. At the core of Zen philosophy is the recognition that the self is not an

isolated entity but part of a larger whole. This notion challenges the

conventional perception of individuality, urging us to see ourselves as

threads woven into the fabric of existence.

Watts highlights the idea that separation is an illusion, a product of our

minds that categorize and compartmentalize experiences. To illustrate this

concept, he draws parallels with nature—every element within an ecosystem

relies on others for survival and growth. Just as a tree cannot exist without

its roots drawing water from the earth and its leaves absorbing sunlight—all

relying on the interconnected cycles of the environment—we too are

interdependent beings within a vast universe.

This interconnectedness is not merely physical but extends into the realm of

consciousness. Watts argues that the boundaries we perceive between

ourselves and the world around us are largely artificial. In Zen thinking, the

self is seen as an extension of the greater universe rather than a separate

entity. This perspective cultivates a sense of unity with the universe,
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emphasizing that the actions of one individual resonate throughout all

existence. 

To embody this understanding, consider the ripple effect of a single act of

kindness. When a person helps another, the recipient of that kindness may

feel inspired to pay it forward. This chain reaction demonstrates how one

person's actions can influence the emotional and existential fabric of others.

Thus, every thought, every action has implications that extend far beyond

the individual, enriching the interconnected network of beings.

Watts also discusses the concept of 'interbeing' from Buddhist philosophy,

which suggests that existence is contingent upon relationships. With this

lens, one can appreciate that suffering, happiness, and awareness are

collectively experienced — not just by the self but shared among all. For

example, the pollution of the environment affects not only our immediate

surroundings but the entire biosphere, reminding us that the well-being of all

is intricately linked.

Moreover, Watts explores how the interconnectedness amongst beings leads

to a profound realization of the nature of reality itself. If all beings share the

same essence, then the separateness we perceive is an illusion created by the

narrow lens of our ego. He invites us to experience reality as a flowing

dynamic process rather than a static existence. This vision can be
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enlightening; it encourages individuals to adopt a holistic worldview that

prioritizes empathy and interconnectedness.

In essence, the interconnectedness of all beings reflects a central tenet of

Zen: that each individual is a microcosm of the universe. By recognizing our

part in this larger whole, we can cultivate a deeper sense of belonging,

compassion, and purpose in our lives. Watts challenges us to step back from

our habitual perceptions of the self and to embrace the interwoven nature of

existence. This understanding can lead to transformative insights, reshaping

not only how we relate to ourselves but also how we engage with the world

around us.
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4. Experiential Insights: Spiritual Experiences
from a Zen Perspective

In "This is It and Other Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience," Alan Watts

delves into the core of spiritual experiences through the lens of Zen

philosophy, illustrating how these experiences can radically transform one’s

understanding of reality. Spiritual experiences, within this context, can be

described as moments of profound insight or enlightenment that disrupt the

ordinary understanding of existence, revealing deeper truths about oneself

and the universe.

Watts emphasizes that these experiences are not solely confined to structured

religious practices; they can emerge spontaneously in everyday life. For

instance, a simplistic yet powerful example is the act of being fully absorbed

in nature. Imagine standing on the edge of a tranquil lake at dawn. The fog

rolls over the surface of the water, and as you take a breath, the crisp

morning air fills your lungs. In that moment, there exists a potential for a

spiritual experience; a realization that you are intricately linked to your

surroundings—"the lake, the fog, the sky, and you are one". This fleeting

awareness transcends verbal expression, suggesting a deep, experiential

understanding of interconnectedness, a central tenet of Zen philosophy.

Watts illustrates that spiritual experiences often come from a break in

ordinary perception, wherein one’s usual mental barriers seem to dissolve.
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He shares insights about the practice of meditation, which is commonly

employed in Zen traditions to cultivate such experiences. When one

meditates, the mind may initially race with thoughts, worries, and

distractions. However, through persistence and surrender, a person may

reach a state where thoughts settle like leaves on a pond, revealing an

unconditioned awareness. In that silence lies a universal connection, where

the distinction between the self and the world blurs.

There exists an enlightening example from Zen folklore often referred to as

the "satori" experience—a sudden realization or awakening. In one such

story, a Zen master strikes a student with a stick, provoking an immediate

shift in perception that leads to enlightenment. This act, while seemingly

harsh, serves the purpose of disrupting the student’s habitual thought

patterns, allowing them to glimpse reality as it truly is—unchained and free

from conceptual labels. Watts emphasizes that these radical experiences,

although sometimes surprising or even jarring, are pivotal moments that can

open pathways to deeper understanding and appreciation for the present.

Furthermore, spiritual experiences in Zen can often lead to a sense of

liberation. Watts discusses how the realization of the transient nature of

thoughts and emotions helps individuals detach from the burdens of ego and

self-identity. This realization is akin to the experience of seeing a mirage;

what one thought was real fades away upon closer inspection, revealing the
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fluid nature of existence. Many practitioners report a newfound sense of

peace and clarity after such moments, recognizing that they are not merely

separate entities grappling with life but rather manifestations of a singular,

harmonious existence.

Another vital insight highlighted by Watts is the notion that spiritual

experiences are not endpoints but part of an ongoing journey. In Zen

practice, each moment is an opportunity for awakening; one does not reach a

final stage of enlightenment only to cease evolving. Each experience,

however small, contributes to the understanding of self and reality,

reaffirming the cyclic nature of spiritual growth.

In summation, Alan Watts articulates that spiritual experiences viewed

through a Zen perspective are deeply transformative yet accessible even in

the mundane. They arise from moments of deep awareness and

interconnectedness with the universe, often catalyzed by meditation or

mindful presence. Such experiences encourage a continuous exploration of

life, urging individuals to embrace the intricacies of existence rather than

succumb to the confines of conceptual thinking. Through this understanding,

Watts invites readers to engage actively with their spirituality, recognizing

that each moment holds the potential for insight and connection.
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5. Embracing the Unknown: Concluding
Thoughts on Zen and Life

In the vast and intricate tapestry that Alan W. Watts weaves throughout "This

is It and Other Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience," there is a recurring

motif that resonates deeply within the Zen tradition—the embrace of the

unknown. Watts invites us to confront the uncertainties of life not with

trepidation, but with openness, acceptance, and curiosity. This concluding

section serves as an invitation to reflect on how this embrace of the unknown

influences our journey through Zen and our broader experiences in life.

At the heart of Zen philosophy lies the recognition that existence is

fundamentally unpredictable. It challenges our insatiable desire for control

and certainty, encouraging us to relinquish our rigid expectations. This

notion is vividly encapsulated in the Zen axiom that to truly live is to engage

with the present moment, fully and fearlessly. Watts articulates that life is

fluid; it flows like a river, often shifting course in unexpected ways. Instead

of resisting these changes, Zen teaches us to flow with them, to appreciate

the beauty of life’s unpredictability.

Consider the practice of Zen meditation, or zazen. Practitioners sit in silence,

experiencing thoughts as they arise and fade. This practice cultivates a

profound acceptance of the unknown. Rather than trying to suppress or

control thoughts, meditators observe them without attachment, learning to
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coexist with uncertainty. For example, during a meditation retreat, a

participant might encounter deep frustration or distraction, which can feel

overwhelming. Yet, by embracing these feelings and allowing them to pass,

the participant discovers a greater sense of peace and clarity. This

experiential insight highlights how accepting the unknown can lead to

profound spiritual transformation and inner harmony.

Watts elaborates on the interconnectedness of all beings, likening it to a vast

web of existence where the unknown plays a pivotal role. Each thread in this

web is unique, yet they are all part of a larger whole—much like our

individual lives entwined in the complexities of society and nature. When

we acknowledge our interconnectedness, we begin to understand that our

fears associated with the unknown often stem from our illusion of

separation. By recognizing our place within this web, we may find comfort

in the uncertainty of life, realizing that it is not a void to be feared but a rich

ground for growth and discovery.

For instance, in the context of relationships, the fear of vulnerability often

stems from the unknown—uncertainties about how others might respond or

how circumstances might change. When we learn to embrace vulnerability,

we open ourselves to deeper connections. A personal relationship may

initially feel precarious due to its uncertainties, yet through shared

experiences and mutual explorations of the unknown, such interactions can
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flourish into profound bonds that enrich our lives.

Furthermore, embracing the unknown allows for spontaneity and creativity,

qualities that are crucial in both spiritual practice and everyday life. Watts

stresses that life, much like art, is not merely about arriving at a

predetermined outcome but about the journey itself—the unfolding of

experiences. By allowing life to be spontaneous, we create space for

innovations, new relationships, and unexpected joys. For example, many

artists thrive in environments of uncertainty where improvisation leads to

unexpected results that can surprise even the creator.

As we navigate our lives, Watts invites us to dwell in the paradox of being

both participants and observers in our own experiences. This dual

perspective allows for a rich exploration of life’s uncertainties without being

overwhelmed by them. Embracing the unknown doesn’t mean resigning

ourselves to fate; rather, it is an active engagement with the possibilities life

has to offer. It is a dance with uncertainty, where each step forward is a

conscious choice to be present, alive, and open to whatever may come.

In conclusion, embracing the unknown is not merely a philosophical thought

but a practical framework for living fully. Alan Watts’ teachings encourage

us to step into the mystery of existence with grace, to let go of the illusion of

control, and to find joy in the unpredictable flow of life. By embodying this
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perspective, we cultivate resilience, creativity, and a deep appreciation for

the richness of our shared human experience. Life, as Watts beautifully

illustrates, is an intricate interplay of known and unknown, and it is in this

dance where we find our true selves.
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