When Tired, Sleep. When Hungry, Eat
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Zen Master Seung Sahn used to say, “If you want to
get something then you need two things: Clear direc-
tion and a trying mind.” To find a clear direction, he
would suggest answering the question “Why do you eat
every day?”

To help us stay on track and get better results, we
usually ask a teacher for further instructions, asking,
“What kind of practice should I do?” and “How should
I doit?”

However, only having a clear direction and instruc-
tions will not get the job done. We need to put them
into practice not once, but over and over and over again.
That is what we call a trying mind. In the Lotus Sutra,
Buddha explained correct effort by using the analogy of
rubbing two sticks together to get a fire going. “If we
stop rubbing them together just when the sticks start
to get warm, we will never start a fire.” That's why we
need to keep trying, and it requires sustained physi-
cal and mental energy. In today’s lifestyle, our energy
is easily drained due to stressful and hectic activities
throughout the day, and poor quality of sleep at night.!
Perhaps there is another question we could ask to solve
this problem, and that is “When to do this practice?”

One of the fastest growing branches of medical
science is circadian medicine. This medicine is based
on the simple fact that most living forms, including
animals, plants and microbes, are affected by the twen-
ty-four-hour cycle of light and darkness. Circadian
thythms are physical, mental, and behavioral changes
that follow that cycle. The interesting thing is that not
all organisms follow that cycle in the same way. Our
circadian rhythms depend on chronotypes, which are
determined genetically. In the case of humans, 351 in-
herited genes® will determine our chronotype. Those
chronotypes have major impacts in diverse areas, from
athletic performance to personality traits underlying
behavioral and emotional problems, risk-taking, and
even morality.® Every system in our body is operating
on an inner clock, and if we are aligned with our chro-
notype, those systems operate optimally.

Traditionally there were three chronotypes: early-ris-
ing “larks,” late-rising “owls,” and neither early nor late
risers, the “hummingbirds.” Lately, Dr. Michael Breus,
known as the “Sleep Doctor,” redefined the chronotype
groups and renamed them.* “Humans are mammals,
not birds, and we share similar behaviors with other
mammals.” Dr. Breus names four chronotypes: early
risers become “lions,” known to hunt in the morning;
late risers are now “wolves” the nocturnal hunters; nei-

ther early nor late risers become “bears” the anytime
hunters. There is one more group, the insomniacs, those
who are light sleepers. That group is named “dolphins,”
mammals that sleep with only half of the brain.’

Knowing our chronotype can help us find the best
time to wake up, eat, exercise, work, and go to bed, but
also when might be the best time to meditate and even
answer a kong-an.

Of course, for the question “When to practice?”
the Zen answer would be “right now.” Unfortunately
due to everyone’s different circadian rhythms, not ev-
ery “now” is equal. That is quite obvious during group
retreats. Morning sessions are favorites for “lions,” who
can do 108 bows at 4:30 a.m. without a problem and
will not be drowsy on the cushion afterward. “Wolves”
will thrive during evening sessions, while “bears” will
experience that they pick up clarity in the afternoon.
Zen retreats are based on group effort. Wakeup, meals,
meditation periods, and going to bed are at the same
time for all participants, so everyone has to put down
their personal chronotype for the time being—and
practicing intensely together with others for a limited
time helps us do that. Challenging our comfort zone
from time to time is important, but those challenges are
rarely sustainable for longer periods. Retreats are done
occasionally, but what we do between them defines our
practice in the rest of our lives.

There is an “after retreat” syndrome that many of us
experience. We try hard to keep the momentum, at-
tempting to copy and paste retreat schedules into our
daily routines—mostly the morning part. I've talked to
many students who become frustrated that they are un-
able to wake up early at home and do their practice.
They blame their “weak willpower,” laziness, and they
can even start doubting whether Zen is for them. Ac-
cording to Daphne Leprince-Ringuet in Wired, “No
matter how hard you try you’ll never be a morning per-
son”® . . . unless you are a “lion,” of course. For most
of us, willpower is overrated.” Instead of simply trying
to force yourself into a routine that doesn’t work for
you, try finding out what is your chronotype, reset-
ting your circadian rhythm, and scheduling your daily
practice accordingly. These strategies can help us better
than using our limited willpower in a blunt fashion.
Also, thanks to technology, we can leverage the power
of together action and practice with others during our
optimal meditation times.

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced many of our
school’s Zen centers to start streaming practice via
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Zoom. The Kwan Um Online Sangha creates programs
such as twenty-four-hour retreats online, twenty-one-
day Zen challenges, and online kong-an interviews, all
of which cater to almost every time zone. When you
visit the online sangha calendar® you can virtually al-
ways find a group to sit with, 24/7, around the world.
Here is a formula for successful practice: ask not only
why, what, and how to practice, but also when. Then
the old Zen saying, “when you are tired, sleep; when
you are hungry, eat” will work for you.

If you are interested in learning more, you can find
our 360 Zen Studies Series program, “Energy in Zen:
Exploring the Sources of Energy in Our Practice” here:
hteps://kwanumonline.mykajabi.com/store
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