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PREFACE

Ancient writings from India preserve a story about the death 
of one of the most in!uential spiritual masters of all time. 

This narrative was carried orally for centuries until it was written 
down in the "rst century BCE in an Indian language called Pali, 
in a scripture named The Discourse About the Great Emancipation 
(Maha-parinibbana Sutta). The text details the teachings, miracles, 
and other activities the Buddha performed in his "nal days.

The Buddha had spent over four decades, from the time of his 
enlightenment at the age of thirty-"ve to the time of his death at 
eighty, expounding his teachings to thousands of people. Yet, even 
as his illness was becoming progressively worse and his body was 
beginning to fail, his faithful attendant Ananda asked the Buddha 
for some "nal words of wisdom.

The Buddha replied that he had never held back anything from 
his disciples and had no "nal secret teaching to reveal. As he would 
soon no longer be there to provide guidance, he exhorted Ananda 
to stop relying on him for all the answers. “Be a lamp unto your-
self,” he said, “a refuge unto yourself.”* The master had laid out all 
of the teachings with clarity and precision; it was now up to each 
student to take up the initiative to put them into practice.

* As is often the case with terms in ancient texts, there is some ambiguity 
about the Pali word dipa. I am following the Chinese tradition, popular 
among many Western translators as well, to translate this term as “lamp” or 
“light.” The alternative meaning is “island,” and in my opinion, “be an island 
unto yourself” works just as well.
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This simple phrase has been deeply inspirational for many mod-
ern spiritual seekers. It evokes a radically different ethos than we 
normally expect from religious leaders, doesn’t it? The Buddha’s 
message is not that you should take refuge in scriptures, gods, 
institutions, or charismatic gurus. He does not ask you to place 
your faith in anything other than your own discrimination and due 
diligence. He had shared his own discoveries in as much detail as 
he could, but each of us has to experience the truth for ourselves.

Those qualities of self-reliance, autonomy, and "rsthand ex-
perience are features of what I call “spiritual exploration,” and 
that’s what this book is about. Simply put, spiritual exploration is 
about empowering you rather than indoctrinating you. There are 
plenty of other books out there that will mold you into a faithful 
Buddhist, a good Hindu, a proper Taoist, or a serious yogi. Here, in 
contrast, we will be investigating what the practice of Asian spiritual 
traditions can offer us while always maintaining a noncommitted 
stance. We will treat the entire range of Asian spiritual ideas and 
practices as a menu of options that all have their own advantages 
and disadvantages, and that may or may not resonate with different 
people. You will make up your own mind about what works for you.

There are some concerns and potential pitfalls with this kind 
of piecemeal approach. You might wonder if it’s even possible to 
practice ancient traditions when living in the hypermodern con-
temporary world. How can we be sure about the accuracy of our 
understanding as we learn about new traditions? What about cul-
tural appropriation and other ethical issues? These thorny ques-
tions are immensely important, and I talk about them in detail 
in the "nal chapter of the book. (If these concerns feel especially 
urgent or are preventing you from enjoying reading, then by all 
means please feel free to skip ahead and read that chapter "rst.)

Despite these potential snags, however, my argument in this 
book is that it is entirely possible to customize a blend of practices 
that can be personally meaningful and truly transformative, while 
also being a good "t for your life and your own priorities. If that 
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sounds like an approach you would be interested in, then you are 
most welcome to join me on this journey of exploration!

What’s the point of this journey? Perhaps you, like most spiri-
tual explorers, are seeking something deeper, more ful"lling, more 
alive, more soulful than where you are now. In my experience, the 
vast majority of people who get interested in this topic are pri-
marily seeking health and wholeness. Many are driven to start this 
journey because they are either suffering due to their immediate 
circumstances or else because they bear the scars of past traumas. 
Others may experience the less acute but persistent discomfort of 
ennui, a feeling of being limited or disillusioned by the way their 
lives have turned out. Still others feel fragmentation, like different 
parts of themselves are always at odds with one another. For me, 
it was alienation, like I was living from behind a glass bank-teller 
window that prevented me from fully experiencing my life. I longed 
for more connection, more presence.

Spirituality proposes to help us realize our own deepest being 
and to show us how we can embody that realization authentically 
in our lives. With such lofty promises, it’s easy to get swept up in 
the hype; it’s easy to project our fantasies onto spiritual teachers or 
to imagine that the particular tradition we are interested in is the 
one and only true path.

But that is not the kind of spirituality that’s on offer in this book. 
Here, I will never ask you to leave your own judgment behind, to 
take anything on blind faith, or to sacri"ce your own values or sov-
ereignty. I will never ask you to dim your own light. Instead, we will 
approach the whole gamut of Asian spirituality with level-headed 
objectivity and common sense, and we will always prioritize your 
own individual values, goals, and experiences.

Does that sound like a useful approach? Is that the kind of 
spiritual exploration you’d like to embark on? If so, then grab your 
lamp and come along!
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