It is a gentle religion, woven out of compassion and love for all living things. It speaks of no
God as we know God, but embraces an absolute that always was and always will be.

And Guatama, the man who preached this way of life, came to be known to his followers and then
to all the world as the Buddha, the enlightened one. He was never a God-figure, never any more
than a man but never less than a man, and among Zen Buddhists, the belief is held that this same
Buddha nature, this same possibility for enlightenment or satori exists in all people.
About a thousand years after Buddha’s time, an Indian monk whose name was Bodhidharma
made his way to China to preach Buddhism. His name (which may have been given to him) consists
of two Sanscrit words, Bodhi, which means enlightenment, and Dharma, which means truthful.

When I first sit, when I prepare for za-zen, or the sitting meditation, I try to make myself
comfortable and free from interruption. The early morning is best; but if that is impossible,
another time of the day will do, and for some people the late evening is preferable. I will try to
give myself half an hour a day at the least, if possible in a single session. If I have the time and the
inclination, I may sit again. If a half hour is impossible, I will sit for whatever time is available to
me.
But to think that anything would be accomplished by sitting again and again through the day,
but giving up other things to sit on the basis of the more the better – that is not the way of Zen and
will accomplish nothing. We are not in a monastary; we are in life, and Zen must be a part of our
lives, not a replacement for it.

On the left, we have the lotus position, and on the right the half-lotus position. If you are young
and supple, you might wish to sit in this fashion, since it is a traditional position in Japan.

But if the position is painful, it will only interfere with meditation, and you are better off not to
attempt it. I have found that while I can sit in the half-lotus position, my meditation is better
simply sitting cross-legged.

To imagine that the meditation begins and ends with the sitting is not the way of Zen. The act of
Za-Zen, or sitting cross-legged is only part of it. The meditation is to be aware, to be alive with
knowledge, to see and to listen, to break out of the mechanism that controls us and turns us into
machines.
The ways are without number. I wash my hands, and I am conscious that I wash my hands. I feel
the water. I am aware of the act.

I sit, and I am aware that I sit. I feel myself and I feel the chair.
The telephone rings. A moment before I pick it up to answer, I become conscious of what I am
doing.
Small things, but a pattern can begin. I look at things newly, as if I had never seen them before.
I look at forms and colors and shadows as if I had never seen them before. But mostly, I look at
people newly, without past images, impressions, definitions.

bestseller The Immigrants (1977).
Fast died in 2003 at his home in Greenwich, Connecticut.

Fast on a farm in upstate New York during the summer of 1917. Growing up, Fast often spent the
summers in the Catskill Mountains with his aunt and uncle from Hunter, New York. These vacations
provided a much-needed escape from the poverty and squalor of the Lower East Side’s Jewish ghetto,
as well as the bigotry his family encountered after they eventually relocated to an Irish and Italian
neighborhood in upper Manhattan. However, the beauty and tranquility Fast encountered upstate were
often marred by the hostility shown toward him by his aunt and uncle. “They treated us the way Oliver
Twist was treated in the orphanage,” Fast later recalled. Nevertheless, he “fell in love with the area”
and continued to go there until he was in his twenties.

Fast (left) with his older brother, Jerome, in 1935. In his memoir Being Red, Fast wrote that he and
his brother “had no childhood.” As a result of their mother’s death in 1923 and their father’s
absenteeism, both boys had to fend for themselves early on. At age eleven, alongside his thirteenyear-old brother, Fast began selling copies of a local newspaper called the Bronx Home News. Other
odd jobs would follow to make ends meet in violent, Depression-era New York City. Although he
resented the hardscrabble nature of his upbringing, Fast acknowledged that the experience helped
form a lifelong attachment to his brother. “My brother was like a rock,” he wrote, “and without him I
surely would have perished.”

A copy of Fast’s military identification from World War II. During the war Fast worked as a war
correspondent in the China-Burma-India theater, writing articles for publications such as PM,
Esquire, and Coronet. He also contributed scripts to Voice of America, a radio program developed
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by Elmer Davis that the United States broadcast throughout occupied Europe.

Here Fast poses for a picture with a fellow inmate at Mill Point prison, where he was sent in 1950
for his refusal to disclose information about other members of the Communist Party. Mill Point was a
progressive federal institution made up of a series of army bunkhouses. “Everyone worked at the
prison,” said Fast during a 1998 interview, “and while I hate prison, I hate the whole concept of
prison, I must say this was the most intelligent and humane prison, probably that existed in America.”
Indeed, Fast felt that his three-month stint there served him well as a writer: “I think a writer should
see a little bit of prison and a little bit of war. Neither of these things can be properly invented. So
that was my prison.”
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Fast with his wife Bette and their two children, Jonathan and Rachel, in 1952. The family has a long
history of literary achievement. Bette’s father founded the Hudson County News Company. Jonathan
Fast would go on to become a successful popular novelist, as would his daughter, Molly, whose
mother, Erica Jong, is the author of the groundbreaking feminist novel Fear of Flying. (Photo courtesy
of Lotte Jacobi.)

Fast at a bookstand during his campaign for Congress in 1952. He ran on the American Labor Party
ticket for the twenty-third congressional district in the Bronx. Although Fast remained a committed
leftist his entire life, he looked back on his foray into national politics with a bit of amusement. “I got
a disease, which is called ‘candidateitis,’” he told Donald Swaim in a 1990 radio interview. “And
this disease takes hold of your mind, and it convinces you that your winning an election is important,
very often the most important thing on earth. And it grips you to a point that you’re ready to kill to win
that election.” He concluded: “I was soundly defeated, but it was a fascinating experience.”

In 1953, the Soviet Union awarded Fast the International Peace Prize. This photo from the ceremony
shows the performer, publisher, and civil rights activist Paul Robeson delivering a speech before
presenting Fast (seated, second from left) with the prestigious award. Robeson and Fast came to
know each other through their participation in leftist political causes during the 1940s and were
friends for many years. Like Fast, Robeson was called before the House Un-American Activities
Committee during the McCarthy era and invoked his Fifth Amendment right not to answer questions.
This led to Robeson’s work being banned in the United States, a situation that Robeson, unlike Fast,
never completely overcame. In a late interview Fast cited Robeson as one of the forgotten heroes of
the twentieth century. “Paul,” he said, “was an extraordinary man.” Also shown (from left to right):
Essie Robeson, Mrs. Mellisk, Dr.W.E.B. Du Bois, Rachel Fast, and Bette Fast. (Photo courtesy of
Julius Lazarus and the author.)

Howard and Bette Fast in California in 1976. The couple relocated to the West Coast after Fast grew
disgruntled over the poor reception of his novel The Hessian. While in California, Fast temporarily
gave up writing novels to work as a screenwriter, but, like many novelists before him, found the
business disheartening. “In L.A. you work like hell because there is nothing else to do, unless you are
cheating on your wife,” he told People after he had moved back East in the 1980s. Of course, Fast, an
ardent nature-lover, did enjoy California’s scenic beauty and eventually set many of his novels—
including The Immigrant’s Daughter and the bestselling Masao Masuto detective series—in the
state.

