
EXAMPLES OF SUPERIOR THINK PIECES

note: I have given you five examples. They come from several different classes.
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 I know using "they" and "their" as gender-neutral terms is traditionally not1

considered proper grammar, but I see no reason why those words shouldn't replace
our inconvenient "s/he" and "his/her". Grammar rules constantly evolve, and in my
opinion this particular mutation makes sense. 

Does Phil Connors' Ritual Experience Render Him the Unhappiest Man?

In Eliade's terms, ritual uses bodily action within the profane realm to create
sacred time and space. This action "recenters" participants in a cyclical conception of
time, where time "waxes and wanes," and "can grow and decay, and must be
regenerated" through repeated ritual (Zeusse 0113). This repeated return to sacred
time is essential to meaningful life for the religious human. Phil Connors' experience
certainly fits this understanding of ritual: his perpetual experience of Groundhog Day
marks a time which is separate (though perhaps he does not always consider it sacred)
from normal linear time. But his experience also fits another paradigm, that of
Kierkegaard's "unhappiest man" (0135). This presents a contradiction: if ritual is
essential to a meaningful life, why does Phil's ritual experience result in unhappiness?
To reconcile this conflict, I argue that ritual only leads to unhappiness when it becomes
a lone entity, when ritual actions lose their connection with the purpose they serve.
Kierkegaard describes the unhappiest person in somewhat paradoxical terms. The
unhappiest person hopes constantly for something which is already in memory, and
remembers constantly that for which they  hope. "He does not live in the future, for the1

future has already been experienced; he does not live in the past, for the past has not
yet come" (Kierkegaard 0140). Kierkegaard's unhappiest person is without a meaningful
sense of time, and is frustrated by any attempt to create such a sense: "he cannot die,
for he has not really lived; in another sense he cannot live, for he is already dead"
(0140). The unhappiest person has no choice but to live in an inherently unsettled
situation, where they are so conflicted that even the relief of death is denied them.

Phil's initial experience of time is similar because his ritual has no relation to any
broader purpose. Unlike James' explanation of ritual, Phil's repetition of Groundhog
Day does not address any perceived "accidents... felt to be... overwhelmingly present
and powerful" (0130). When leopards unexpectedly enter the temple, James sees the
resulting ritual as "a means of performing the way things ought to be in conscious
tension to the way things are in such a way that this ritualized perfection is recollected
in the ordinary, uncontrolled, course of things" (James 0130). From Phil's perspective,
however, the repeated events of Groundhog Day serve no immediate purpose; he has
no ideal conception of how things "ought to be" and cannot pinpoint his frustration
with "the way things are" (James 0130). With no sense of purpose outside of his ritual
context, Phil can think of nothing more fulfilling to do than to steal money and seduce
women. Without a meaningful link between his daily cycle and a broader goal, Phil is
separated from his memories of the past and meaningful hopes for the future. Facing
this emptiness, he eventually develops an unattainable death wish, directly living out
Kierkegaard's hypothetical state of ultimate unhappiness: "he cannot die, for he has not
really lived" (0140). Until he gains an understanding of the end (deserving Rita's love)
to which his ritual experience is a means, Phil is lost in the confusing and paradoxical
state of the unhappiest person.

Fortunately for proponents of ritual, Phil's experience does not remain an
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unhappy one. As he transitions from the self-centered early stage to the benevolent,
communitarian stage (the turning point perhaps being the death of the homeless man),
he discovers a meaning for his ritual action. In determining that he "ought to be" able to
deserve Rita's love, he gains a link between his ritual experience of time and a purpose
which that experience may serve (James 0130). In Kierkegaard's framework, he gains
something real to hope for which exists outside the realm of the ritual itself. This hope
extends beyond the ritual actions of a single day, but allows him to work within the
context of a single repeated day to achieve it. His ritual accomplishment of good deeds
is similar to the bear ritual which James describes. Like the hunters who use a festival in
which "all of the variables have been controlled" to simulate "a perfect hunt," Phil takes
advantage of his controlled environment to rack up a list of good deeds he could never
had accomplished experiencing Groundhog Day for the first time (James 0131). With a
hope that can be achieved through ritual action, the Phil Connors that falls asleep on
the night before Feb. 3 can no longer be considered the unhappiest man.

It is not the very nature of ritual, then, that renders Phil Connors the "unhappiest
man," but rather the imposition of ritual without an understanding of the ritual's
purpose. When put this way, the claim can be illustrated in our current context.
Though Valentine's Day was created as a ritual to celebrate and express mutual love (its
corporate roots notwithstanding), the holiday's traditions take on a significance
independent of their original purpose when loved ones expect flowers or chocolates
for the sake of the gifts alone. In taking the ritual of Valentine's Day as an end in itself
instead of a means for expressing love, people lose sight of what matters and see it as a
burden instead of a blessing. As couples can escape the stresses of mandatory affection
by regaining a sense of Valentine's Day's purpose, so too is Phil able to escape the
perpetual Groundhog Day by tapping into the ritual's underlying meaning.



  
  

   Functioning as a (if not the) primary work in regards to the bodhisattva
path, the Lotus Sutra provides anecdotes, guidelines, parables, and a plethora of
proverbs to aid the bodhisattva on his or her path to enlightenment. Chapter XIV of the
sutra is titled “Ease in Practice,” and provides a type of conduct code to be rigidly
followed in order to ensure that the Dharma be spread in “ease.” However, it seems
almost oxymoronic to describe strict guidelines as a path to “ease.” Hence, it is
necessary to ask what is meant by “ease in practice” and how do the specific guidelines
for such as described in Chapter XIV interact with the principles of the Dharma in
relation to both the expounder and the hearer? The clear conveyance of the Dharma is
crucial to its success as a didactic vehicle, and the transference of its information must
be made easily, and clearly in order to have a profound effect. For a bodhisattva, both
expounding and practicing the Dharma are ultimately the same concept as the
bodhisattva cannot preach what he has yet to understand or practice. Therefore, “ease
of practice” refers to three different experiences of the Dharma, (1) the ability of the
hearer to understand the Dharma, (2) the didactic instruction of the Dharma, and (3)
the personal Dharma practice of the bodhisattva. The combination of these three
elements under the umbrella of “ease of practice” aides one in comprehending the
dynamic nature of Buddhism as a religion based on interconnection. 

Stipulating the definition of “ease” in this context as a clear understanding of the
Dharma, both the hearer and expounder can only practice the Dharma in “ease,”
because not doing so would suggest that neither expounder nor hearer understands
that which he/she practices. Regarding the experience of the hearer, the bodhisattva
must make certain to portray the Dharma in such a way that the understanding of the
Dharma is the central focus of instruction. The concept of clearly articulating the
Dharma is explained in Chapter XIV, “[A bodhisattva] should teach the Dharma equally
to all sentient beings in accordance with the Dharma, explaining neither too much nor
too little. Nor should he teach too much to even those who are deeply enthusiastic
about hearing the Dharma,” (209). Here, it is evident that every bodhisattva should be
aware of the ability of the hearer to comprehend the Dharma and aid the “ease” of his
or her understanding through teaching methods tailored to each individual hearer. The
sutra addresses the issue of those who are “enthusiastic about hearing the Dharma,”
and makes a point of reiterating the importance moderation concerning the Dharma.
Essentially, when it comes to the experience of the hearer, the bodhisattva must
naturally exercise discretion while instructing the Dharma; this will create ease for both
the hearer (who has enough information to make sense of the Dharma) and the
expounder (who neither has to struggle with questions of confusing or overwhelmed
students). 

Key to ease of the hearer’s ability to understand the Dharma is the bodhisattva’s ease in
instruction of the Dharma. Before the bodhisattva can know how to best explain the
Dharma to a hearer, the bodhisattva himself must understand that what he is teaching
and to whom it should be taught. The sutra explains that the instruction of the Dharma
must convey the principle of limitlessness and honor ultimate truth, “The bodhisattva
mahasattvas perceive the emptiness of all dharmas in their true aspect…They do not
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have any name or mark, and in reality they have no substance. They are limitless,
without obstacles or obstructions,” (204). Furthermore, the honest and true instruction
of the Dharma must be taught to all sentient beings, “[The bodhisattva] should not
practice/ The superior, mediocre or inferior teachings,/ The conditioned and the
unconditioned,/ Or the teaching of the real and the unreal./ Nor should he
discriminate/ Between men and women,” (204). Ergo, ease of instruction requires that
a bodhisattva teach the Dharma to all who are able to hear it, without superficial
discrimination, and does so in a manner that does not employ any other instruction
than that of the true Dharma. 

The discussion of ease of practice cannot be complete without the personal Dharma
practice of the bodhisattva himself. Both the ease of instruction and the ease of the
understanding of the hearer greatly depend on the motives and virtuosity of the
bodhisattva. The bodhisattva must not use the Dharma for any sort of personal gain,
“The bodhisattva mahasattva should expound the teaching without any thought of
desire for, or wish to see, a woman’s body;” (202) the bodhisattva cannot expound the
Dharma if he himself does not act in accordance with it. The sutra goes on to state,
“Those who practice wholeheartedly and at ease/ Will be honored by innumerable
sentient beings,” (210) elucidating that the bodhisattva’s “wholehearted” practice of the
Dharma is the only way to aid others on the path to enlightenment and hence the only
way to truly be a bodhisattva. The instruction of the Dharma and the experience of the
hearer both depend upon the overall ease of Buddhist principles: the Dharma and the
bodhisattva are one, and the ease of one is the ease of the other. 

Though the “ease of practice,” as described in the Lotus Sutra, may seem overwhelming
and a bit strict at first glance, the principles of ease can be condensed to “be what you
say”. So, after all, if a bodhisattva truly is a practitioner of the Dharma, all he has to do is
take it easy, and be himself and the Dharma. 




