
UNCERTAINTY IS ENDEMIC

Subtitle: What is This?

I’d like to begin with a shout-out to the committee charged with 
planning out our re-opening of the Zen Center. Also a shout-out 
of gratitude to the teachers. To our patient and diligent Abbot. 
Our treasurer. And those who keep the communications flowing. 
And to the entire sangha that has stuck together with 
compassion, patience, and a collective open mind, willing to 
listen, willing to try, willing to change.

At one point in our discussions in the re-opening committee, 
Joanne brought up the consideration that we’ll probably have to 
consider that Covid and its variants may be here to stay in some 
form or another, and that we may need to shift in our thinking 
from pandemic situation to endemic situation. Which suggests 
that some version of this infectious disease may be here to stay. 
Which then suggests that we will have to live with a fair amount 
of uncertainty.

This should come as no surprise to us, as Zen students.

Which brings to mind a quote I’ve always loved: "Uncertainty is 
an uncomfortable position. But certainty is an absurd one" – 
Voltaire

For us, as Zen students, we already understand this as a Before-
Thinking Mind. But while understanding is one thing, attaining it
is another, especially when the stakes are high and lives are at 
risk.

So in this talk I’d like to dig into this territory of uncertainty a 
little further, starting with Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle.

To simplify it in a way that even this old woman potter/poet 
might understand, The Uncertainty Principle states, basically, 



that the more precisely you measure one quantity, the less 
precisely you can know another associated quantity. 

This uncertainty might appear to be odd and unexpected in the 
realm of science. But it should not be surprising to us as Zen 
students that the very concept of absolute knowledge is an 
oxymoron and will remain ungraspable on a fundamental level. 

Sure, there are technological limitations as to how well a 
measurement can be made, but Heisenberg’s uncertainty 
principle goes further, by saying that nature itself doesn’t allow 
you to “know” with any precision.

Isn’t this delightful?

The uncertainly principle exists because everything in the 
universe behaves as both a particle (a singularity, a provisional 
manifestation that appears in a singular position) and a wave (a 
constant flow, like ripples, that spread out across space, but 
can’t be identified as being in a singular position). 

To extend this understanding to metaphor: everything in the 
universe is both provisional and constant. Or, as we say in Zen 
shorthand: not one, not two; but one and two.

A case in point from our kong-an collection:

Source: Wu-men Kwan, Case #29; Chinese Ch’an

Arriving at a temple, the Sixth Patriarch came upon two monks 
who were

arguing over a flag that was flapping in the wind. One said the 
flag was

moving; the other claimed that the wind was moving.

The Sixth Patriarch said, “It is not the wind and it is not the flag. 
It is your



minds that are moving.”

The monks were completely stuck and could make no reply.

Of course, in a provisional sense, they are all correct. It is always
important, I feel, to acknowledge provisional, or limited, truths. 
If we dismiss anybody who has an opposing view, we're giving up
an opportunity to understand them and come to a common 
ground.

What is common ground? Resting in openness to the totality that 
is present in any given moment.

In any attempt for certainty, we are, in effect, grasping onto a 
“thing”, and raising it aloft as a flag. 

If we grasp onto a piece of “knowledge” or “truth” and fashion it 
into a fixed point – i.e.-the flag is moving – we are bound to lose 
sight of the whole picture, the whole truth. Even Hui_Neng fell 
into the weeds with the others, by clinging to Mind. 

But let’s take a contemporary and much more urgent example: 
COVID.  And let’s consider how this kong-an might reflect the 
current world-wide conversation about how to keep ourselves 
safe. 

To get us started, let’s swap out the two monks and Hui-neng 
with vaxers, anti-vaxers and the constantly moving, morphing 
COVID itself (i.e.- the wind).

One of the truths, as perceived by anti-vaxers is focused on the 
issue of trust and faith: for example, the scientific community 
cannot be trusted, or, our faith in personal liberty cannot be 
compromised.



One of the truths, as presented by those in favor of vaccination is
focused on the facts of science.  For example, Vaccines are very
effective and protect 9/10 individuals.

One of the truths, as manifested by COVID, is that many people 
are ill and many have died.

The question for all of us: Rather that behaving like the two 
monks and Hui-neng arguing about the flag, how can we hold 
and meet all of these truths—of anti-vaxers, those in support of 
vaccination, and COVID? And then, what is the fitting thing to 
do? (in this moment, with all its failings and unknown and 
impossible-to-imagine variables)

How, as a sangha will we meet the uncertainty principle in 
relation to COVID?

In the current state of affairs, there is a lot of uncertainty.  
However, in addition to Voltaire’s observations about 
uncertainty, to be uncomfortable is not an end, but a beginning 
for us to open up to our own, and the world’s awakening. 

Our first order of business is to acknowledge all that 
arises: the fear and uncertainty, the situation of COVID, the 
various opinions that each of us might cling to. This is, it must be
said, not easy. But nevertheless, it is critical to respect one 
another, and to respect the relative and provisional in whatever 
form it appears. Respect does not mean “agree with…”. Rather it
means that we are giving/paying attention. We are giving space 
for uncertainly to manifest – in our minds, in our hearts, in our 
natural world.

This is not easy. And it requires a continuous practice of letting 
go.

The 20th-century Buddhist teacher Chogyam Trungpa placed this
in perspective with a metaphor that might take a while to wrap 
one’s head around. “The bad news is you’re falling through the 



air, nothing to hang on to, no parachute. The good news is, 
there’s no ground”. 

That said, we always have the art and craft of what we do while 
we’re letting go. Zen is not passive; it is active. Then, this letting 
go becomes the way we dance, the way we cross a street, the 
way we meet others with a different point of view.  In other 
words, we always have agency. We always have the pivotal, 
spontaneous art and craft of what we can do given any situation.

Second step (not separate or sequential, but simultaneous 
and integrated with the first step): We must release our 
grasp on what we see (hear, touch, think, etc). And rest in 
openness to the totality. Please note that as a practice point, 
this is not necessarily in the realm of what is familiar. Take the 
step off the hundred-foot pole. (the “pole” is whatever it is that 
we cling to so desperately)

Third step: Try, try, try for 10,000 years non-stop. The fact 
that we have to keep trying, keep revising and exploring What It 
Is, is not so much a reflection of any sort of “failing” or 
“difficulty” we might see in ourselves or others. But rather, it is a
reflection of our changing world, and the fact that we must meet 
it freshly, newly, moment by moment.

And finally I’d just like to point out some of the marvelous by-
products of these steps, or points of practice: compassion, 
patience, courage, and even, occasionally, hitting the bull’s eye 
by managing to do the right thing. May it be so for each one of us
and for all sentient beings to come.


