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Why don’t we do what we know we should?  

Myoshin Kate McCandless    Jan. 9, 2019 

It’s a new year, and because we live on a planet that rotates on its axis every 24 

hours, creating day and night,  planet that has a moon that takes 28 days to 

revolve around it, a planet that takes about 365 days to revolve around the sun, 

we humans have been marking the daily, monthly and yearly cycles for a very long 

time, probably at least since Neolithic times. An arrangement of twelve pits and 

an arc was discovered in Scotland in 2013, dubbed the world’s oldest known 

calendar, and dated as roughly 10,000 old. 

Like those ancient humans, we feel the power of the turning of the year from the 

dark, short days before the winter solstice to the gradually lengthening days 

leading to spring growth. Michael and I took a walk along the Fraser River Friday, 

after yet another day of incessant rain. A flock of robins chirped in the 

cottonwood trees, song sparrows were singing like crazy in the alders all along the 

path, as though they were already staking out their territories. There was even 

one chickadee starting in on his spring call—dee dee. I’ve never lived in the 

tropics, but I can’t help but think the turning of the year must be felt differently 

there, where the seasons are less distinct.  

But I suspect that humans have been using these natural cycles for a very long 

time, not only to mark the movements and behaviours of animals, and the cycles 

of plant growth, but to reflect on our own behaviour and to renew our best 

intentions to live according to our values. In the buddha’s time the sangha 

gathered on the full and new moons to recite the precepts, reflect on their 

practice, and renew their vows. We continue this tradition with our fusatsu, full 

moon precepts ceremony. And our New Year’s Eve meditation, when ring the big 

bell 108 times to dispel our 108 delusions, serves a similar purpose, to bring to 

mind how deeply entrenched our delusions are and to reaffirm our aspiration to 

awaken not only for personal liberation, but from a deep realization that our lives 

are embedded in a boundless matrix of interconnection, such that we can only 

awaken in mutual support with all beings.  

On Wednesday Michael talked about how vows are different from goals. Goals 

are finite, and accomplishable, or at least potentially so, when we set them. 

Though we’d be wise to stay flexible and able to revise them when appropriate. 
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Vows, on the other hand, are limitless, not something we accomplish once and for 

all. This is pretty obvious when we recite the four great bodhisattva vows, which 

we’ll do at the end of this talk. We start with Beings are numberless, I vow to save 

them. Right, you might think, I’m supposed to save all beings from suffering? How 

arrogant is that? But that reaction is based on the conception of the separate self, 

which is of course our core delusion. I like to chant the bodhisattva vows in sino-

Japanese because there’s no I, so it’s clearer that these are vows we take 

together. 

And because we come into existence trailing deep tangled roots of human karmic 

inheritance, from our family, culture, millennia of human history we will of course 

fail repeatedly to live up to our best intentions. 

Built right in to our practice of the precepts and our taking of these vows, is the 

practice of fully acknowledging our endless delusions, our willingness to look 

deeply into the roots of our suffering, our willingness to forgive ourselves and 

others and renew our intentions. So we take these vows and practice them with 

great humility, knowing we will fall short of our aspirations.  

So today as many of us may be starting out on some New Year’s resolutions, I 

thought it might be helpful to look at why we don’t do what we know we should. 

This question was seeded by a little book I read this past month by Robert 

Bringhurst and Jan Zwicky, both scholar-poets who live on Quadra Island. The 

book is called Learning to Die: Wisdom in the Age of Climate Crisis. The authors 

offer deeply thoughtful and caring essays on facing the crisis of global warming, 

with the inquiry How then shall we live? So I think the book could more accurately 

have been titled: Learning to Live in the Face of Impermanence, which is a core 

koan in Buddhist practice. It is often said that in Zen we practice dying by letting 

go in each moment of the moment that went before, letting go of self-clinging, 

our rigid, limiting views and habit patterns. This is a practice that can give us the 

resilience to meet hard times, in our personal and collective lives, and to respond 

with wisdom and compassion. We talked a lot about this in our fall practice period 

theme Living in Samsara: suffering and resilience.  

Zwicky is deeply grounded in the Western philosophical tradition, so she frames 

her discussion with the story of Socrates facing the inevitability of his execution 

for crimes against the state, as the ship bearing the news appeared on the 
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horizon. The news of global warning and ecological collapse is on the horizon, if 

not closer, and so far, those least responsible are bearing the heaviest 

consequences. Zwicky turns to Plato for guidance in her discussion of the virtues 

that Socrates embodies in facing his death, and that might support us in living 

with and responding to the challenges before us, on the personal, community, 

national and global scales.  

Zwicky goes into some Greek and Latin etymology, I’ll skip over, to suggest that 

the word that the Greek word that comes to us through Latin as virtue, might 

better be translated as excellence. I was struck by how well these excellences 

correspond to the Buddhist paramitas, or perfections.  

The first of the excellences Plato cites is wisdom, or sophia. Let me read from 

Zwicky: To possess sophia is to know what’s what and to act accordingly. It is to be 

aware. This it is striking that Plato insists that Socrates Sophia was rooted in his 

awareness that he did not know. This aspect of Socrates character is best 

described not a s ignorance but as humility, not in the sense of abasement or 

meekness, but a robust willingness to ask himself why he believes what he 

believes and an equally robust refusal to regard “because everyone else believes 

it” as a good answer.  

This wisdom paired with humility of knowing what we don’t know, certainly 

resonates with our Zen sensibility. Not knowing is most intimate. 

The next Socratic virtue Zwicky cites is sophrosune which is often translated as 

moderation, or sobriety. Zwicky prefers self-control. I like moderation, because 

it’s congruent with the Buddhist Middle Path, not going to extremes. Or perhaps 

self-restraint, willingness not to pursue narrow self-interest, but to consider the 

greater good. Each of us might answer for ourselves what that might be. As 

Canadians most of us are willing to have our right to own an automatic rifle 

restricted. And to pay taxes towards universal health care. But what restraints are 

we willing to take on to further reduce our collective carbon debt-load?  

The other virtues on Plato’s list, Zwicky translates as courage, justice, and one 

usually translated as piety, or respect for divine law, which Zwicky stretches a bit 

in calling contemplative practice, because she feels how important it is to our 

capacity to meet this changing world. Let me read you her words:  
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In contemplative practice, the ego does not play a big role. Instead, we attend to 

the real, physical world, its immense and intricate workings, its subtlety, its power, 

its harshness, and its enormous beauty. We attend to the miracle of it, that there 

is something—this, here, now—rather than nothing. We attend to the rhythms of 

this world as they play out in our lives and the lives of those we know: pain, sex, 

birth, death, love. We slow down enough that we can sense those rhythms.  

We attend also to the world’s extraordinary surprise: its refusal to quit, the week 

flowering in tar, the way beauty and brokenness so often go together. If we are 

among the lucky with enough to eat, genuine companionship, a dry bed, it is easy 

to make ourselves available to these lessons; we are shaped, spontaneously by 

gratitude. As we become more adept at contemplation, we find we can perceive 

beauty even when we are hungry or tired or lonely. Loneliness is transmuted to 

solitude, and then to a sense of companionship with nonhuman beings; 

contemplative practice deepens again. The imagination, and with it our 

availability to what is real, expands.  

The more we attend to the world, the less we find ourselves wishing to control it. 

In place of that wish, a different wish grows: to become, as Aldo Leopold puts it, a 

“plain member and citizen” of the land-community. Wonder grows, too, which 

breeds respect. It also breeds a willingness to take intuitive forms of knowing 

seriously. We start to become attuned to the world’s resonance. I have not met a 

contemplative who does not experience this attunement as love.  

Zwicky also includes compassion, not because Plato did, but because she feels 

Socrates demonstrated it in his manner towards his companions as he faced 

death.  

These Socratic virtues, like the Buddhist paramitas offer a comprehensive set of 

practices for living in this world. Most religions and philosophies have tried to 

inculcate similar values throughout human history. But, here Zwicky wryly 

comments that it seems that as a species we’re not very good at taking our own 

advice. 0r at least the advice of our wisest exemplars. She asks, Why don’t we do 

what we know we ought to? Or to be more colloquial: Why don’t we do what we 

know we should? I’ve taken a while to build up to this question, but here it is. And 

it’s one we’ve all asked ourselves. Why don’t I do what I know is good for me? 

Like: give me some examples. Or why don’t we do what we know if best for all 
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humans, as a whole, or for other beings who share this earth, ecosystems, the 

planet? Examples? 

I think part of the problem is betrayed by that pesky word “should”. It’s so often 

followed by that other pesky word “but”, as in I know I should, but…  And 

“should” so often implies an external arbiter of right and wrong. It has a parental 

tone, as in “I shouldn’t have to tell you to take out the garbage, you should just do 

it.” Why, may be left unsaid: to pull your weight around the household, out of the 

goodness of your heart, because we your parents house and feed you? Too often 

in childhood you’re never quite sure what you’re supposed to do to get it right, 

and for what reasons. This confusion leaves a residue of anxiety that may be 

expressed as an over-zealous desire to please, or as rebellion. Both get in our way 

when it comes to responding directly and authentically to the world around us, 

especially when circumstances feel chaotic and out-of-control. We may shift into 

overdriven control-mode, or collapse into paralysis. Furthermore, the “should” 

word elicits guilt, whether externally or internally imposed, and we don’t like 

feeling guilty, so we use the strategies I’ve just mentioned to avoid it. 

One way of coping with all this, is to grasp at rational materialism. We believe if 

we get the facts straight, we will know how to respond. And yet over and over, we 

see human behaviour, both individual and collective, ignore the evidence and do 

what’s harmful to self and others. Smokers keep smoking, drinkers keep drinking, 

and humanity keeps burning fossil fuels.  

In answer to her own question, Zwicky says simply, “I don’t know, it’s an age-old 

puzzle,” but then she tackles it anyway. The key seems to be a kind of knowing 

that is deeper, bone-deep, than the intellectual knowledge of facts. A knowledge 

felt in our living, breathing bodies, and generated by paying attention. She quotes 

the French philosopher, mystic and activist Simone Weil: Attention, taken to its 

highest degree, is the same thing as prayer. It presupposes faith and love. 

Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer. 

For Weil, compassionate response, and also art, is born of that kind of attention: 

The poet produces the beautiful by fixing attention on something real. The same 

with the act of love. To know that man, who is hungry and thirsty, truly exists as 

much as I do—that is enough, the rest follows of itself. 
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This is knowledge of the heart, and mind together. Is it enough? Not always, or 

not consistently, it seems. It so quickly and easily erodes. I notice in myself that 

often I pick up litter, spontaneously, as though brushing a crumb of lunch from my 

own face, I feel the earth as my own body. But sometimes, if I’m tired or cold, or 

impatient with repeatedly picking up the same junk food refuse from my country 

block, I’ll do it grumpily, or even say to myself I’ll get it next time.  

That’s a very simple example, but it illustrates how we must refresh the quality of 

our attention over and over, as we do in our zazen practice. This is how our zazen 

practice equips us to live in a world of such beauty and ugliness. Because so 

quickly our habitual reactions of greed, aversion, and ignorance kick in. Greed or 

self-focussed clinging, it’s opposite, aversion—what we don’t want, and 

ignorance, turning away—I don’t want to deal with that right now. Ignorance is 

our refusal to see the reality of impermanence and inter-being. And paying 

attention is being willing to see it. But our attention spans are short, and our 

culture reinforces our attention deficits.  

In last weekend’s Globe and Mail I read an article called Why Don’t we Care About 

Climate Change? by writer Dan Gardner. Since statistically, increasing numbers of 

people report that they are concerned about climate change, we might reword 

Gardner’s question as Why don’t we Care enough do something about climate 

change? which is another version of our question of the day, “Why don’t we do 

what we know we should?” 

Gardner dismisses ignorance and selfishness and greed as factors a bit to quickly 

in his eagerness to present another factor, our evolutionary bias towards 

assessing risk in terms that are self-referenced and near in terms of time and 

space, and what’s called psychological distance. Here’s how he describes it: 

Like us, our Stone Age ancestors were constantly looking into the future and 
imagining alternative courses of action. They had to predict the weather, foresee 
how an ambushed deer would try to escape and plan to return to a rich berry 
patch at harvest time. And most important for survival, they had to decide what to 
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worry about. Whether it was lions, food shortages or sub-zero temperatures, the 
future was packed with threats that had to be anticipated and managed. 

But note three features of this ancient forecasting and risk analysis. 

Firstly, it didn’t look decades ahead, let alone centuries. Seasons would have been 
important frames of reference, but generally, the outer limit of prospection would 
have been one cycle of seasons – a year. Our ancestors’ forward-looking thoughts 
were overwhelmingly measured in days, hours, minutes and seconds. 

Secondly, it didn’t concern itself with problems far away. The only information 
available to our ancient ancestors came from personal experience, the experience 
of others in their little band of perhaps 40 or 50 and stories passed from one 
person to another. 

As forward-looking as our species was, ancient risk analysis was about survival in 
the here and now. Or at least the nearby and soon. 

Finally, it had nothing to do with statistics, probability and the other tools of 
modern risk analysis. These didn’t exist. Its raw material was experience, and its 
analytical mechanisms were intuitive. Risks were not calculated. They were felt. 

So when we hear numerical probabilities and scientific analysis whether  about 

the risks of heart disease or global warming, there isn’t a close enough 

psychological distance to persuade us to change our behaviour in the face of our 

more immediate desires and convenience. Comforting sugary sweets vs. clogged 

arteries decades in the future. The cost of an electric car vs. paying for our kids 

music and gymnastics lessons, let alone putting them through university.  

I’ll always remember attending a panel discussion when I was going to UBC, with 

an executive of MacMillan Bloedel, the Canadian forestry corporation, which has 

since been bought by the American giant Weyerhaeuser, and a First Nations Land 

claims lawyer and others. What stayed with me was the executive’s answer when 

a woman asked him what kind of world he wanted for his grandchildren. He 

joked, Oh, I’m not old enough to have grandchildren, my son is in the UBC 

Forestry department now and I’m happy to say he’ll be joining the company. His 

view didn’t extend as far as his own grandchildren, let alone to the seven 
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generations the Iroquois Confederacy enshrined in their constitution: In our 

every deliberation, we must consider the impact of our decisions on the 

next seven generations.  

How do we close the psychological distance, so that we feel the danger to future 

generations or to people geographically distant or culturally different as relevant 

to ourselves? Well, close observation, direct contact with the world around us, 

right in our own back yards and neighbourhoods, and communities, enlivens us so 

that we are connected in body, heart and mind. And if we are alive and connected 

to where we live, we can feel connected to others beyond our immediate sphere. 

Images are powerful, and so are stories, in making other lives real to us.  

Awareness, attentiveness to our lives right here and now is the first step to 

extending beyond our stone-age short-sightedness and tribal mentality, without 

resorting to guilt imposing, righteous one-upmanship? Well, we come back to 

wisdom paired with humility, knowing what we don’t know, knowing what we do 

know as partial and provisional, attending to the world around us with heart and 

mind together. With both determination and patience. Simone Weil wrote that, 

Humility is attentive patience.  

In her inquiry, Jan Zwicky talks about moral ecology, a concept that can as easily 

be applied to the Buddhist paramitas as the Greek virtues: Becoming an excellent 

human being requires one to adopt a moral ecology; and ecologies aren’t modular 

constructions. They don’t consist of separate bricks that are snapped together (or 

unsnapped) like pieces of Lego. Moral ecologies, like biological ones, are organic 

wholes, whose distinguishable aspects—the virtues (or the paramitas)—stand in 

internal relationship to one another. None can be acquired without acquiring the 

others.  

I’d like to close with some passages from a beautiful book by Canadian author Kyo 

Maclear called Birds, Art, Life. It’s a meditation on impermanence, human frailty, 

and paying attention to birds, that resonated with the readings and musings I’ve 

shared with you today. 
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Strong one moment, vulnerable the next, we falter because we are alive, and with 

any luck we recover…Can we remember our vulnerability when we feel strong 

again? can we feel both the frailty and capacity of our bodies, the sorrow that 

continues inside joy?  

Sometimes it is worth acknowledging the places and moments where things break 

down, where life is at its limits. Sometimes we stay wit the faltering because it is a 

fragile embodied world, made all the more so by our efforts to suppress this 

awareness in the name of technological growth and progress. There is no life 

without adversity, failure, and frailty.  

We are brave in our bold dreams but also in our hesitations. We are brave in our 

willingness to carry on even as our pounding hearts say, You will fail and land on 

your face. Brave in our terrific tolerance for making a hundred mistakes. Day after 

day. We are brave in our persistence. 

Now at the beginning of the year as the days grow longer yet again, it’s a good 

time to renew our vows to be brave, and patient, and kind and wise, and 

determined and attentive for the sake of all beings for generations to come. 

 

 

 

 

 


