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More Praise for 

Zen Questions

“Taigen Leighton is one of the West’s most important Zen scholar-priests 

and one of our foremost exponents of bringing out into the world the 

insights we find on the meditation cushion. This book contains some 

enormously important reflections on the nature of the Zen practice of 

just sitting, through a close reflection on the great master Dōgen, the 

Sufi poet Rumi, as well as Bob Dylan, Mary Oliver, and the American 

Zen original Gary Snyder. Perhaps even more importantly, Leighton 

offers a number of reflections and pointers for finding our way amid the 

messiness of life. This is an incredibly valuable book, useful for anyone 

who wishes to integrate their heart-work with work in the world.”

—James Ishmael Ford, author of Zen Master WHO? 

“Unique and scintillating. I highly recommend this book to anyone who 

cherishes the illumination of wisdom both ancient and modern.”

—Lewis Richmond, author of Work as a Spiritual Practice

“This book comes as a welcome reminder that my own questioning is 
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simplicity of zazen and a sense of deep engagement with the struggle for 

social and environmental justice—all woven together  

in Taigen Leighton’s big-hearted expression.”

—Susan Moon, author of Not Turning Away
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—Christopher Ives, author of Imperial-Way Zen
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—David Chadwick, author of Crooked Cucumber
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Preface

Zen is about questioning. Zen continuously questions. Zen ques-

tioning does not necessarily involve finding answers, but it does 

involve finding a space in which to sustain questioning, being willing to 

remain present and upright in the middle of questions. To persevere in 

Zen practice requires faith, but not a fundamentalist, literalist faith that 

merely believes in some easily digestible dogma or totally relies on some 

external being to provide answers and tell us how to live. Zen faith is alive, 

with the willingness and readiness to persist in questioning. Of course at 

times insights and responses appear, sometimes more frequently as we 

settle into the open spaciousness of meditation. But if the answers are 

worthy they allow more questions, or they help foster readiness for the 

new questions offered by the world, by life, and by our own insights. This 

book offers questions, and provokes more questions, and hopefully may 

encourage the willingness to question, thereby supporting more creative, 

open awareness. 

In the title Zen Questions, the second word is a verb, at least as much as 

a noun. Actually, from the Buddhist context all words—and all beings—are 

verbs, in dynamic activity. But provisionally in our language we need to 

utilize words as nouns or adjectives, even at the risk of producing deadened 

objects. Indeed, Zen questions; it questions our world, our experience, 

and reality itself. I remember the old bumper sticker, which I still see 

sometimes, “Question Authority.” Certainly received authorities, whether 

cultural, spiritual, or the authority of corporations or governmental institu-

tions, need and deserve to be questioned. This is certainly congenial with 
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the traditional questioning in Zen practice and literature. But in the phrase 

“Question Authority” I also hear “questioning” as an adjective describing a 

type of authority. True authority and integrity derive from the willingness 

to be questioned and to continue the activity of questioning. Much of Zen 

lore consists of questioning of the venerable old masters by their students. 

Indeed, questioning creates genuine authority.

The material in this book is based on my articles and Dharma talks 

from the time span 1994 to 2010. This book also encompasses the scope 

of my own life-interests and of my Dharma teaching, beginning with the 

practice of zazen, or Zen meditation. I received my first formal zazen 

instruction on the Upper West Side of Manhattan when I was twenty-

four, from a Japanese Sōtō Zen priest. It immediately felt like home, and 

I have been enjoying everyday zazen practice since, leading over many 

years to becoming a Sōtō Zen priest and transmitted Dharma teacher 

myself. That first evening of instruction, Rev. Kandō Nakajima also spoke 

about Eihei Dōgen, the thirteenth-century founder of Japanese Sōtō Zen. 

Dōgen’s insightful writings have become instrumental in the introduction 

of Buddhism to the West and have remained my touchstone along with 

meditation practice. Their inspiring quality led to my studying Japanese 

and Chinese and eventually working on collaborative translations of many 

of Dōgen’s profound, provocative, and deeply nourishing writings. This 

book provides an opportunity to offer some of my own commentaries on 

writings from Dōgen that I helped translate.

My study of Dōgen’s writings reflects my general appreciation of literary 

and other creative expression. I see such expression as the natural exten-

sion of meditative awareness. This book includes, sporadically throughout 

and focused in one of its sections, commentary on some of the varied writ-

ers who inspire me. Especially I mention the singer-songwriter Bob Dylan, 

whose songs through his long career I confess to rather uncritically valuing 

and whose wisdom has often been a helpful guide.

In addition to practicing Zen Buddhism and Dōgen study, I have 

intermittently engaged in social activism, stretching back to organizing 

against the Vietnam War in high school and now with concerns for our 
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environment. My interest in social justice and peace has always seemed 

to me deeply in accord with, and a responsibility arising from, Buddhist 

studies and bodhisattva practice and their implications for compassion-

ate response to our suffering world. The last section of this book offers 

Buddhist-influenced perspectives on several current world issues.

The chapters in the first of the five sections of this book, “The World of 

Zazen,” deal with the essential physical practice of zazen. Although this 

term is commonly translated, as I do herein, as “meditation,” or literally 

“sitting meditation,” zazen is not a meditation program with a process 

of stages of development or accomplishment. Rather, zazen is the physi-

cal realm for enacting and expressing the fundamental insight and kind-

ness of buddha nature, the omnipresent capacity for awakened awareness. 

Zazen is the posture and attitude in which we actually meet the totality of 

our true life. As expressed above, and developed in the first chapter, Zen 

is a practice of questioning, an attitude of sustained inquiry. This practice 

and the awareness it involves does lead to transformation in various ways, 

even if these never match the outcomes we might seek. Zazen is also a 

ritual act performed in the religious context of the bodhisattva path, con-

cerned with realizing interconnectedness and supporting the communal 

aim of reciprocal awakening. Zazen is thus a kind of performance art, a 

mode of expression that supports and mutually informs all of the other 

particular creative activities in our lives and offers us an entryway into true 

repose and joy.

I am extremely grateful that I have had the opportunity to work on many 

translations from the brilliant founder of Japanese Sōtō Zen, Eihei Dōgen 

(1200–1253). In the second and third sections of this book I offer com-

mentaries on Dōgen and some of his works, although he is also men-

tioned at times in the other sections. Commencing with my “Reflections 

on Translating Dōgen,” the second section includes comments on a few 

specific essays from one of Dōgen’s two masterworks, Shōbōgenzō (The 

True Dharma Eye Treasury), composed in its longest form of ninety-five 

essays expansively and poetically elaborating on Zen themes, images, 

and koans. I discuss Dōgen’s view of enlightenment and delusion in his 
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celebrated essay “Genjōkōan.” Then I discuss works I have translated, 

including Dōgen’s account of the awesome work of active buddhas and 

the awakened expression of dream as our life. Lastly I consider startling 

aspects of Dōgen’s writing on monastic practice and standards, curiously 

relevant to contemporary Zen lay practice.

In the third section I discuss six specific selections from the other major 

work by Dōgen, Eihei Kōroku, which I translated with Shohaku Okumura 

as Dōgen’s Extensive Record. This massive work includes a number of ele-

ments, but its bulk is the usually short formal talks, or Dharma hall dis-

courses, mostly from the second of his two decades of teaching, after he had 

departed the Japanese capital of Kyoto for the remote mountains near the 

north coast. Although brief and formal, these talks are paradoxically more 

revealing of Dōgen’s own personality, sense of humor, and his training of 

the monk successors who went on in the next few generations to widely 

spread Dōgen’s tradition in the countryside, such that Sōtō Zen became the 

second largest branch of Japanese Buddhism. Most Zen teaching, includ-

ing almost all of Dōgen’s writing, is occasional, not presented as timeless 

principles, but addressed to particular people at specific times and places, 

and this is especially evident in Eihei Kōroku. My commentaries herein also 

are edited from talks given to specific audiences. Many of Dōgen’s talks 

and several of the six I discuss herein consist of his commentaries on the 

traditional koan literature. Dōgen achieved extraordinary mastery of this 

koan material, and he was instrumental in introducing this literature to 

Japan. He also developed his own mode of teaching with koans, which are 

often associated in modern times exclusively with the contrasting Rinzai 

approach to koans. These talks from Eihei Kōroku further illuminate the 

dynamics of Zen training and the unfolding of its expression.

The fourth section, “Zen Expressions,” honors the creativity of Zen 

awareness and practice, and the fact that most Zen teaching is not discur-

sive but rather poetic and imaginative. In China, Chan (pronounced Zen in 

Japanese) developed through the influence of Chinese and Daoist culture 

to convey Buddhist teaching using nature images and poetry as a primary 

mode, along with the colloquial dialogues used as koans. Zen employs 
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imagery, metaphor, and the arts to intimately convey awakening teaching, 

beyond the conventional logic and rational, philosophical discourse used 

by many spiritual traditions, including much of Buddhism. This section 

consists of discussions of writings that express Zen reality from several of 

my favorite poets, the first three not at all formally “Buddhist.” I start with 

the thirteenth-century Sufi poet Rumi, who addresses fundamental Zen 

questioning, providing useful perspective and language about the com-

plexities of love. I discuss from the lens of Zen Mind the sublime song 

“Visions of Johanna” by the brilliant American Dharma bard, Bob Dylan. 

Nature poet Mary Oliver addresses many contexts of Zen questioning in 

her works, including what Buddha really wished for us. Finally, American 

Zen pioneer Gary Snyder in his Practice of the Wild has presented an illumi-

nating image for practice through the dynamics of wilderness, including 

our environment, our language, and our minds.

In the final, fifth section of this book, “American Zen Engagement,” I 

shift to reflect on the relevance of Zen awareness and practical engage-

ment to contemporary societal concerns. Zen is a living tradition, enacted 

as appropriate here and now. Zen is firmly rooted in the way of the bodhi-

sattvas, the awakening beings dedicated to relieving suffering and to uni-

versal liberation. Bodhisattva practice reveals that awakening can never 

be a private, self-centered matter, as in reality all beings are intricately 

interconnected. If Buddhism were only about finding personal inner peace 

it would not have survived for twenty-five hundred years, and it would not 

deserve to survive today in the West.

Zen Buddhist values apply in three realms: First, bringing awareness to 

the complexity and suffering of this body and mind on our own seat. Sec-

ond, when we return from formal practice to everyday activities, we express 

our meditative awareness and caring with friends, family, and coworkers, 

all the many beings we personally encounter. And third, we explore how 

to express buddha heart to respond to the challenges and troubles of our 

society and culture. The fifth section of this book includes consideration of 

the mutually supportive relationship of the American democratic ideal of 

freedom with Buddhist universal liberation, referencing the many enduring 
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insights and problematic career of Thomas Jefferson. Also considered are 

the deep conflict between consumerism and Zen, and Buddhist teachings 

about temporality and environmental awareness that may be informative 

to contemporary problems of climate damage and energy systems. Finally, 

I consider the importance of the ancient Buddhist teaching of right liveli-

hood to our current societal challenges.

From this summary of the five sections of this book, it is apparent that 

I discuss a diverse range of topics herein. Furthermore, these essays are 

collected and edited from an assortment of contexts and to some extent 

still express a variety of my voices as well as interests. I thereby welcome 

the reader to dive in to this collection anywhere and skip to any essay that 

may spark your interest, rather than feeling obliged to read the whole in 

sequence.

I have attempted to maintain consistency of capitalization and in diacriticals 

for Sanskrit and Japanese terms throughout this work, including changing 

these when they vary in quoted texts. Dharma is generally capitalized when 

referring to truth or the teaching of buddhas, but lowercase dharmas is 

used when referring to the elements of reality, as in the Abhidharma sys-

tem. Buddha is capitalized when referring to Śākyamuni or other specific 

buddhas but generally lowercase when referring to “the many buddhas” 

or to “the principle of awakening as buddha.”
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Part 1 

The World of Zazen





Zazen as Inquiry

the PrActice of gentle Attention

In the Sōtō Zen tradition, and in the style of the Suzuki Roshi 

lineage in which I trained, meditation is pretty gentle, settling in, just 

sitting. We try to find a way of practice that is sustainable if not necessarily 

comfortable, at least a restful and compassionate space in which to sit. In 

our practice we emphasize some sense of connecting with this space of 

zazen every day. Our zazen is just gentle upright sitting, not an athletic, 

competitive event, as if whomever could sit in the most difficult position 

for the longest without moving was the most enlightened. But at the same 

time, gentle, steady sitting should not be dull and listless. Despite the 

emphasis on not acquiring anything, this is not just idly passing time. 

Zazen is a question, an inquiry. Even when sitting quietly, gently, at the 

core of our sitting is the activity of questioning.

What are we doing in zazen? Each of us have some question that some-

where back there was behind our wanting to engage in this Buddhist medi-

tation. What question has led you to face the wall in zazen, what is this? 

There is a question that we each have to explore.

The point of this practice of questioning, however, is not to discover an 

answer. We sit upright, centered, with ease and restfulness. And yet there 

is some problem, some question, something we are looking into. How do 

we practice with question? There is not just one way to do this, because we 

each have our own version of this question. But we must recognize that 

there is a question. How do we live this life? How do we take care of this 

world, face the problems that we each have in our life, the problems that 

we share together? 
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This practice of sitting involves facing the questions, learning about 

questioning, deepening our question, and allowing questions to arise. 

the Question in your nerves

Such questioning is clarified in Bob Dylan’s line “A question in your nerves 

is lit, Yet you know there is no answer fit, To satisfy, insure you not to quit, 

To keep it in your mind and not forget, That it is not he or she or them or it, 

That you belong to.”1 The first part, “A question in your nerves is lit,” is just 

the fact that you are present, willing to engage in facing yourself in upright 

sitting. There is a question beyond your conscious questions. There is a 

question in your nerves, in your bones, in your marrow. But we do not 

need to be agitated and upset about getting the answer to that question. 

The point is to stay present with such questioning. Dylan says, “You know 

there is no answer fit.” The answer may not be so important. Be willing to 

live upright and present in this body and mind, just as yourself, not trying 

to become somebody else, in this world and life with all its problems, will-

ing to face that question. Insights that may arise are part of the questioning 

process. But you need not receive some answer that you can write down 

and put on the wall so that all is settled. We learn to connect with this place 

of facing the questions in our nerves, lit on fire. It may not satisfy you, but 

you can keep the question in your mind, rather than some answer, and 

not forget. Practice is a way of relating and dancing with this questioning.

One expression of this questioning in the Zen tradition is koan study. 

In Zen this is the formal practice of working with a particular traditional 

story or saying. How do you stay present with these questions? Concerning 

these traditional stories or dialogues, the Japanese Sōtō Zen founder, Eihei 

Dōgen, often says, “Do you completely understand this? Please study this 

completely. Please thoroughly penetrate this question.”

three thousAnd worlds Amid everydAy life

We also have questions that arise in our own hearts, in our own body and 

mind, occurring via family, relationships, and the people around us. Dōgen 
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calls the questions that arise from our own struggle to find our center, 

from our own problems with being this person, genjōkōan, the koan as it 

manifests in our life. What is this appearing in front of me? As we sit in 

meditation, thoughts, feelings, our whole world appears before us, not just 

the wall or the floor. Being present, upright and gently aware in a settled 

posture, we can look at: What is this that thus comes? How is it that this, 

just this, is here in front of me? What is it? How do I engage it? The point 

is just staying present in relationship to that question or to the further 

questions that come up from it. Our way of responding and actually work-

ing with these questions is not about an answer. Yet something may arise, 

not based on our limited human consciousness. This arises from a deeper 

place that we connect with when we are sitting upright, willing to settle 

into this space and find our own way of sustaining this space. We can face 

our life in a way that is deeper than our limited human ideas about who 

we are and what the world is.

One traditional Buddhist teaching from the Japanese Tendai school is 

that in each moment or in each thought are three thousand worlds. The 

Zen approach to questioning involves these three thousand worlds in each 

thought. Every thought we have, if we tried to track it, is connected to so 

many aspects of our life, including things that we do not even know are in 

our life, that truly, in each moment of thought are three thousand worlds. 

Of course, three thousand may mean three hundred thousand or three 

hundred million.

comPlete child-like Questioning

Each of those three thousand worlds is a question. How can we face and 

include three thousand worlds? One useful teaching about questions 

appears in a poem by Wallace Stevens called “Questions are Remarks.”

In the weed of summer comes this green sprout why.

The sun aches and ails and then returns halloo

Upon the horizon amid adult enfintillages.
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Its fire fails to pierce the vision that beholds it,

Fails to destroy the antique acceptances,

Except that the grandson sees it as it is,

Peter the voyant, who says, “Mother what is that”—

The object that rises with so much rhetoric,

But not for him. His question is complete.

It is the question of what he is capable

It is the extreme, the expert aetat. 2. 

[expert at being about age two] 

He will never ride the red horse she describes.

His question is complete because it contains

His utmost statement. It is his own array,

His own pageant and procession and display,

As far as nothingness permits . . . Hear him.

He does not say, “Mother, my mother, who are you,”

The way the drowsy, infant, old men do.2

Stevens illustrates how questions can be statements, or remarks. In the 

weed of summer, in the middle of our life, “comes this green sprout why” 

voiced by a child. Questions arise, moment by moment. The grandson sees 

the returning sun as it is. This spirit of questioning that is our zazen is like 

the questioning of a two-year-old, or a four- or six-year-old sometimes. Such 

elemental questioning comes from a place deeper than our ideas of who 

we are. It is just “this green sprout why.” Sitting moment after moment 

we do not necessarily articulate this questioning at the core of our sitting. 

In the middle of our sitting are spaces where there may not be so many 

thoughts, just calm settling. We need that space to sustain questioning. 

But even in the middle of the absence of questioning there is this question 

in our nerves that’s lit.
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Sometimes the world brings the questioning to us very intently. Some-

one gets sick. You lose a loved one, or your house burns down. War is 

declared, or breaks out undeclared. And yet there is this basic question, 

even before the sun arises, just “this green sprout why.”

About his grandson, who sees the sun and says, “Mother what is that?” 

Wallace Stevens says, “His question is complete.” We do not need an 

answer to our question. To be present in the middle of question is itself 

complete. What brings me back to zazen every day is this possibility of 

the taste of wholeness. It is actually all right for things to be the way they 

are. And yet that sense of completeness, of wholeness, of it being okay to 

be this person in this world, has to do with this complete question, this 

“green sprout why.”

Wallace Stevens goes on, “It is the question of what he is capable.” The 

child’s question is complete because it contains his utmost statement. In 

Zen koan work a statement may be a question, and a question can be a 

statement. The phrases in the old Zen stories are sometimes utterances 

expressing this complete questioning as utmost statements. Stevens says 

about his grandson, “it is his own array, his own pageant and procession 

and display.” Zazen can be an expression, a performance art. That too is a 

questioning. How do we express our question, the question in our life, in 

our world, through our zazen? That does not just refer to sitting, finding 

your inner balance as you wait for the bell to ring. This space of upright 

questioning permeates and performs in the rest of our life. “It is his own 

array, his own pageant and procession and display, as far as nothingness 

permits . . . Hear him.”

imAginAtion Questions

Near the end of “A Vision of the Last Judgment,” William Blake cham-

pions creative imagination, asking whether the sun is merely “a round 

disk of fire” in the sky, like a golden coin. Instead he proclaims the 

radiant sun a wondrous event, complete with a “Heavenly host crying 

‘Holy, Holy, Holy’” in celebration.3 Blake encourages us to fully engage 
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our imagination in questioning of reality. Blake calls forth the visionary 

exalted sun as miraculous. All of life comes from the sun. And yet if you 

tried to stand on the sun, you would burn up. The call to imagination is 

part of Zen’s Mahāyāna legacy as well with the envisioning of bodhisattvas, 

awakening beings. Creative vision, sometimes childlike, enhances our abil-

ity to explore and question the reality around us.

Settling in to the dynamic quality of zazen as question and inquiry 

requires willingness to be present for this question. Each question is 

three thousand questions, and a good question provides more questions. 

Answers do come sometimes, but they bring more questions as well. Can 

we live in the middle of impermanence and uncertainty? Can we live in the 

middle of a life that is a question? As we build our life and try to stabilize 

and care for our situation, we do our best to make it all work. But still, we 

do not know what will happen. Everything could disappear in a flash. This 

question is complete. It is our own array. And it must be all right to live in 

a life of impermanence, because that is where we are, and abide. 

how cAn you Become A BuddhA?

Dōgen’s comments on an old Zen story help clarify the realm of ques-

tioning in zazen. The story concerns two old Chinese teachers, Mazu 

Daoyi (709–788; Jpn.: Baso Dōitsu) and his teacher Nanyue Huairang 

(677–744; Jpn.: Nangaku Ejō). Mazu was a great Zen teacher who later 

had 139 enlightened disciples according to some accounts. But this story 

occurred when he was a young monk. Mazu was sitting zazen and his 

teacher Nanyue asked, “What are you trying to do sitting in meditation?” 

Mazu replied, “I’m trying to become a buddha.” Hearing that, Nanyue 

picked up a tile, sat down, and started polishing it. Finally Mazu noticed 

him and asked, “Teacher, what are you doing?” Nanyue said, “I’m polishing 

this tile to make it into a mirror.” When Mazu perplexedly asked, “How 

could you make a mirror from polishing a tile?” Nanyue responded, “How 

can you make a buddha from sitting zazen?”4

Alan Watts told this story as an excuse for not needing to engage in 
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sitting meditation. But Dōgen gives it a different spin. He says, yes, you 

should polish a tile to make a mirror. And you should meditate aiming to 

become Buddha, even though in his early writing, “Fukanzazengi” (Uni-

versal Recommendations for Zazen), Dōgen says, “Have no designs on 

becoming buddha.”5

Dōgen in his comment on polishing a tile is concerned with the basic 

question, “What is buddha?” This question implies: How do I live this life? 

How can I be aware? How can I be wise, compassionate, and kind? How 

can I get beyond all of my human pettiness and greed, anger, and delu-

sion? This question arises somewhere amid the three thousand questions 

in each thought moment.

Dōgen’s commentary to the beginning of the story has to do with this 

fundamental questioning in zazen. In response to Nanyue asking Mazu 

what he was aiming or figuring to do in zazen, Dōgen says, “We should 

quietly ponder and penetrate this question.” What are we up to in zazen? 

Is there an aim beyond the framework of zazen itself that has not yet 

been accomplished? Another possibility would be to not aim at anything 

at all. That might be the way to be buddha. These are each real questions. 

Dōgen offers a whole series of them. Then he says, “Just in the moment 

of sitting zazen, what kind of aim, intention, or design is being actualized? 

We should diligently inquire, in detail.” This sitting is questioning, closely 

investigating. This questioning may include our usual mode of figuring 

something out. But it goes deeper. This question pulses within your nerves, 

not about mere answers.

the cArved drAgon’s Question

Dōgen adds, “Do not get stuck in loving a carved dragon. We should go 

forward and love the real dragon.” This refers to a story recorded in Han 

dynasty China (roughly 200 b.c.e. to 200 c.e.) about a man who loved 

carvings and paintings of dragons, whose whole house was filled with 

images of dragons. One time a dragon was flying overhead, and he heard 

about this man who really liked dragons. He thought, “I will go and visit 
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him, he’ll be very happy.” So the dragon flew down and stuck his head in 

the window. But the man screamed in terror. Dōgen suggests not getting 

stuck in loving carved dragons but loving the real dragon. When you sit 

in the middle of question, you never know what is going to come up and 

stick its head in your window. This is another way of discussing this bud-

dha toward which Dōgen recommends we aim.

Dōgen says, “You should study that both the carved dragon and the 

real dragon have the power of forming clouds and rain.” Even the carved 

dragon has great power. Some people actually imagine that their practice is 

not real but just a picture of zazen. But even that carved dragon has tremen-

dous power. Dōgen says, “Neither value the remote nor disparage what is 

remote. Be accustomed and intimate with the remote. Neither disparage 

what is close, nor value the close. Be accustomed and intimate with the 

close.” Whether it seems far away or close, whatever our idea of buddha 

is, examine it. Be intimate with its closeness and its remoteness. Dōgen 

says, “Do not take the eyes lightly nor attach too much weight to the eyes. 

Do not put too much weight to the ear nor take the ears too lightly. [Keep] 

the ears and eyes sharp and clear.” Thus we sit with eyes open, gazing at 

the wall or the floor. We sit with ears open, willing to hear the sounds of 

the suffering of the world, of the people wandering by outside, and of our 

own questioning and uncertainty.

BuddhA’s Aim

In response to his teacher’s question, “What are you aiming at when you 

sit zazen?” Mazu said, “I’m aiming at becoming buddha.” Dōgen ques-

tions that statement:

We should clarify and penetrate these words. What does becom-

ing buddha mean? Does becoming buddha mean that we are 

enabled to become buddha by Buddha? Does becoming buddha 

mean that we make Buddha into a buddha? Does becoming bud-

dha mean the manifestation of one face or two faces of buddha? 
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Is aiming at becoming buddha dropping off body and mind? Or 

is it aiming at becoming buddha dropped off?

One could spend a lifetime on each of these questions. All three thou-

sand questions are there in your sitting, somewhere in the question you 

have about your own life.

Dōgen says, “Aiming at becoming buddha, does he mean that even 

though there are ten thousand methods (or Dharma gates) to becoming 

buddha, becoming buddha continues to be entangled with this aiming?” 

Even though there are ten thousand ways in which each of us is this “green 

sprout why,” or this green sprout buddha, it continues to be entangled with 

our aiming and designing. Where are we going to sit in relationship to the 

question? How are we going to be present in the middle of just looking 

at “what is this?” How am I going to respond to this particular situation? 

When we are willing to be here, completely, we sit in wholeness and won-

der, “What am I up to?” We cannot avoid those three thousand worlds 

and this “green sprout why.” And yet, going back to Wallace Stevens, the 

question is complete because it contains our utmost statement. It is our 

own array, our own pageant, and procession, and display.

the fAith of the colorAdo river

Zen questioning is a very gentle questioning. It is the kind of questioning 

that the Colorado River asks the Grand Canyon over centuries and centu-

ries. It is gentle but persistent. Can we stop all the wars our country wages? 

That is one question, but there are so many other questions behind that. 

How do we live together with peace and justice? How do we take care of 

the world of our own family and relations and workplace, as well as our 

nation, with peace and justice? How do we sit zazen with peace and justice 

for our own body and mind? All of those questions are present in each of 

them. There is not one right answer for all of us. It is not even about get-

ting answers, but it does concern how we express the question. My way of 

expressing it and yours and others’ are all going to be different, and they 
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may change tomorrow. But if we are present in the middle of this ques-

tion, then we can proceed. And if we are afraid, that is all right; that is just 

another question.

Speaking of questions, the element of faith arises. One description of 

faith involves letting go of our resistance to receiving. Facing the question, 

we also face our own resistance to that question. Our practice is not neces-

sarily the removal of the resistance, but first just recognizing resistance. 

Indeed, questioning is faith. There is no faith without questioning. Faith 

that is allergic to questioning is just fundamentalist blind dogma. But faith-

questioning is how we sit upright. This is not necessarily about releasing 

the reluctance or resistance but about being right there in the middle of 

the reluctance. Our reluctance is this question about whether I can be here, 

in the middle of question. Can I be willing to be the question I am? Can I 

really let that green sprout come forth? Faith to doubt or question means 

being willing to be a question ourselves. Sometimes the people who are 

most weird or odd, who are walking questions, may be the most inspiring. 

Those people allow us the opportunity to see our own reluctance to ques-

tion, so they can inspire faith. 

Facing our reluctance is the practice of upright questioning. We aim to 

be the question we are.



Zazen Mind and Transformative Function

BreAthing our Posture

Zazen mind and its transformative function depend on posture and 

breathing. For zazen we emphasize upright posture, as this posture 

becomes a way in which we learn an attitude that goes beyond the formal 

meditation hall practice. Thus we find our deep inner balance, not leaning 

left or right, not leaning forward or holding back. We try to find the center, 

a dynamic place that always is shifting. To find uprightness that is relaxed 

and not tense is subtle; it takes a while to find our seat in this practice.

Breathing is always happening, but attention to this inhalation, then this 

exhalation, is a way of knitting together the whole of our zazen awareness. 

When we inhale we are actually breathing with our whole body, oxygen 

goes through all of our arteries, throughout the body. Feeling breath as 

part of our posture and being aware of breath is very helpful, not just in 

the formal zazen itself, but also as the awareness of zazen becomes part 

of our everyday activity. Breath provides excellent guidance to “re-mind” 

our zazen mind and body.

The practice is available to us always, and we can do it anywhere 

anytime— yet many people try to sit on their own and find it difficult. 

Practically speaking, to have a sangha place where we experience and join 

others in zazen helps, and also to have a Dharma context where we are 

exposed to this teaching tradition may be necessary as a container in which 

to actually take on the practice.
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PrActice with the sixth And eighth consciousness

Mind in zazen and how it functions is a huge topic. Indian Buddhism and 

the Zen tradition in China and Japan include many teachings about mind. 

One Indian Buddhist teaching about mind, particularly helpful in practice, 

concerns the “six consciousnesses.” Our usual idea about our mind and 

thought processes is fairly limited, but the zazen experience opens up 

different aspects of mind. The Heart Sutra refers to these six conscious-

nesses. First is eye consciousness, very important to human beings, as we 

are very visually oriented. When there is an eye object, a shape or a color, 

and an eye organ, the capacity to see, then visual awareness arises. This is 

part of our consciousness as we sit facing the wall, even as not so much is 

apparently happening.

Visual awareness is one aspect of consciousness, along with sound con-

sciousness, which is recommended as a helpful meditation object. We 

can settle in meditation hearing the traffic and other sounds around us. 

We also experience nose or smell consciousness, and tongue or taste con-

sciousness, and physical consciousness. The tactile is very important in 

zazen, in which we feel our body in a new way, feeling the pressure of the 

cushion on our bottom, feeling the tension in our knees or our back or our 

shoulders, feeling the effort of holding our hands in the cosmic mudra, and 

feeling breath as part of our posture. Physical consciousness is subtle.

But the sixth consciousness is foreign to our usual ideas about mind. 

The sixth is mind consciousness. Thoughts happen as we sit, they pass by, 

and we can be aware of these thoughts as sense scenery just as for sounds, 

colors, or a shape on a wall. We are used to thinking that we can control 

our thoughts. One of the first things we realize in zazen is that many 

thoughts arise, the tapes are rolling, and that this aspect of consciousness 

is not under our control. We can notice that we have been thinking about 

something and not aware of our breath or posture. The twentieth-century 

Japanese Sōtō master Uchiyama Roshi said that as we sit, our stomach 

continues to secrete digestive juices, and in the same way, our brain con-

tinues to secrete thoughts.6 In this approach to thought and consciousness 
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we need not identify with those thoughts. Our usual practice instruction 

is to just let thoughts arise, not trying to push them away, but not doing 

anything with them either. Thoughts arise and we let them go, just as we 

let the sound of vehicles pass by. But of course, thoughts are more com-

plicated, because our consciousness is deeply patterned based on certain 

kinds of thoughts and ways of thinking. The Indian Yogācāra Buddhist 

system, a branch of Indian bodhisattva philosophy, describes in detail how 

we get caught in this sixth consciousness.7

The point of talking about this in the context of zazen practice is to pro-

vide a framework for just sitting, for being present with thoughts, allowing 

thoughts to come, and go, not doing anything with them while at the same 

time seeing when you are caught up in some thought—and again letting 

thoughts go, and appear again.

Thoughts returning persistently may sometimes relate to the Yogācāra 

eighth consciousness. But first, the seventh consciousness in Yogācāra 

teaching is the faculty of separating ourselves from our experience. 

Humans naturally believe that there is some subject smelling or tasting 

or feeling or thinking. We think there exists some self and some other 

“out there.” This is the fundamental problem, that we separate ourselves 

from others and the world, the wall, and our own breathing. This is what 

humans do, and we need to be aware and know that we each are not the 

only one doing so. Human beings get caught in a strange form of alien-

ation from our world.

The consciousness that we usually think of is about discrimination, 

making distinctions. We discern and separate this from that. Buddhist 

practice is not about getting rid of such consciousness but about seeing 

through our discriminations and not being caught by them. Getting rid of 

thinking is not the point; the point is settling into a deeper awareness that 

may include but is not limited by discriminations. The Yogācāra teaching 

describes an eighth consciousness where patterns of thinking are stored, 

both positive and negative. We have the capacity to support the positive, 

and yet all our thought patterns are stored in the eighth consciousness. 

Our own experience, what happens during the day, and all thought objects 
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that occur appear out of this storehouse from many lifetimes of conscious-

ness. Even without taking literally the notion of many lifetimes, we can 

still see this metaphoric storehouse simply as the thoughts created and 

accumulated from our years of living. All these many thoughts are con-

nected to other thoughts. As we sit, naturally these thoughts arise. As we 

become intimate with these thought patterns, and aware of their positive 

and negative effects, we may be able to increasingly disengage from nega-

tive patterns and support helpful tendencies.

the BAckground Beyond thinking

An old story from the Zen tradition about mind in zazen is perhaps a 

little simpler than the Yogācāra system. The Zen master Yaoshan Weiyan 

(745–828; Jpn.: Yakusan Igen) was sitting very upright and still and a stu-

dent asked him, “What are you thinking of, sitting there so steadfastly?” 

Yaoshan said, “I am thinking of not thinking,” or another way of translat-

ing it is, “I am thinking of that which does not think.”

This student was very good, and so we remember this dialogue. He 

said, “How do you do that? How do you think of not thinking?” Or maybe, 

“How is thinking of that which does not think?” Yaoshan responded using 

a different negative. He said, “Beyond thinking.” It has also been translated 

as “Nonthinking.”8

This concerns foreground and background. We are used to thinking about 

the thoughts that are floating around in our sixth consciousness. We have 

been trained as human beings to have an ego; this is not only a problem in 

our culture, and it is not necessarily a bad thing. We need to be able to get 

through the day, pay the rent, take care of our lives. Buddhist practice is not 

about getting rid of the ego, it is about not getting caught by it and instead 

seeing this background that Yaoshan refers to as “beyond thinking.”

In terms of foreground and background, we do not exactly shift from the 

foreground to the background; it is more a kind of access between them, 

a link created. The background maybe can only be expressed in the fore-

ground, but we begin to find more access to the background, or perhaps 
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it has more access to us. Foreground and background have many layers, 

but a connection with this deeper awareness becomes available. When we 

intellectualize about the background and make up stories about it, that 

only becomes more of the foreground. But this background can emerge 

in each fresh breath.

Zazen offers this actual experience of a deeper awareness. It cannot 

exactly be called thinking, but it is a kind of awareness, a kind of conscious-

ness. We could call it “beyond thinking,” thinking that goes beyond our 

usual thinking, thinking of the beyond, or thinking that is beyond any 

thinking that does not go beyond. It is a kind of thinking, but not thinking 

that cuts things up into little pieces. This awareness puts things together 

into wholeness and allows a deeper wholeness to emerge.

A guest shows up from beyond creation, or maybe from deep within 

creation. We do not know from where. One of the usual ways of minding 

mind is figuring out mind, and we have difficulty not trying to do that. But 

the background awareness is about just being with, and allowing some-

thing to emerge, from our belly, or from between our shoulders, or from 

the end of an exhalation, or from somewhere we do not know. We become 

open to the unknown, and we need not fear that. We start to develop a very 

intimate and deep relationship with something we all share but with which 

each of us has our own particular relationship.

Very naturally as we sit in zazen, thoughts, sounds, and sensations are 

present, all of the first six consciousnesses. Some versions of the Yogācāra 

suggest seeing clearly how the eighth consciousness is guiding the six 

consciousnesses. But our practice is just to watch the whole thing, to be 

present and aware from this deeper place that allows the thinking but is not 

caught by it. Sometimes this is called Mind with a capital M, but calling it 

anything is part of sixth consciousness, part of discriminating conscious-

ness. Call it anything you want; if you want a name, “beyond thinking” 

works. The point is to settle into the experience of just being present on 

our cushion, allowing ourselves to be here, studying how it is that we are 

present with the details of our physical posture, and really enjoying and 

engaging how it is to inhale and exhale.
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creAtive trAnsformAtion Beyond words

Allowing these sensations to be present, in ways that we may not even 

recognize, we start to connect with this experience of a deeper awareness, 

the background of all the sensations. You may wonder what the point 

of this might be. Again, this is not about getting rid of the first six con-

sciousnesses, nor losing your faculty for discriminative thinking. Zazen’s 

transformational function needs to be expressed through the bodhisattva 

precepts and values, and thus we need to use our abilities to taste and smell 

and sense in all kinds of ways, as well as to discriminate and discern. But 

words do not get to it, because words take things apart. It is difficult to talk 

about—and yet even people who recently began zazen practice each have 

experienced this. You may not be able to say anything about it or recog-

nize it. But somehow, being present and accepting this deeper background 

awareness not caught by conventional thinking provides a great resource, 

opening to wider possibilities.

Zazen is a form of creative expression that fosters creative energy. Zazen 

is a mode of creative expression because it allows this “beyond thinking” 

to inform our everyday activities. New possibilities can appear, right in 

the lamentations of the particular life you are living, with your work, your 

family, and your friends, right in the specific context of the world we cre-

ate together. As we are willing to settle into a regular practice of zazen, we 

develop a capacity to allow our lives to be informed by this beyond think-

ing, this deeper awareness. Again, this is not trying to achieve something 

called “beyond thinking.” Yaoshan said, “I think of not thinking.” He did 

not say, “I don’t think.”

This awareness itself is transformative. It is not that through zazen 

eventually there will be some transformation. That would be our habitual, 

acquisitive way of thinking, which arises because of how we have been con-

ditioned by culture and language and family dynamics. Habitual patterns 

lead to thinking that if you do zazen now, then eventually, later on, you 

will achieve this transformation. But actually, the transformative function 

is happening in each moment of awareness.
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How does this transformation develop? Zazen includes the craft of let-

ting go. This practice of letting go opens up a deeper kind of awareness, 

and unfolds through our practice and experience. Sometimes it opens 

up suddenly and dramatically, and sometimes not. This transformative 

function does not operate according to some program or formula about 

awareness or transformative function. It appears in each breath, in each 

moment of awareness, right in this present awareness.

Yet even this amount of talking about the transformative function is 

a little excessive. The transformative function is already present in your 

zazen before you hear about it. Awareness itself does the buddha work. 

This is not only awareness of thinking but your awareness of hearing, 

your openness to seeing the wall in front of you, whether the wall is white 

plaster or red brick, or even if you imagine the world beyond that wall. As 

you sit, what is this?

This awareness requires you just to show up and be present. And then 

to continue to show up and be present, with each inhalation, with each 

exhalation, to pay attention. This is not some particular kind of attention, 

like a military yell, “Attention!” That might help, at times, to salute the 

buddha nature in your zazen, but what is most effective is steady, gentle, 

persistent, generous attention to what is happening, in yet another period 

of sitting upright on your cushion, with eyes, ears, nose, body open. This 

transformative function works over time, but also within each breath there 

is a kind of opening of capacity, or increased tolerance, both in body and 

mind, for the manifestation of this body right now.

ZAZen And comfort

As for discomfort in zazen, trying to just sit through excruciating pain is 

not necessary or helpful. However, it is vital to sometimes go beyond your 

idea of your comfort zone in zazen, to be willing to feel a little discomfort 

in your knee, or your shoulder, or lower back, or in your heart. Pay attention 

and bring your awareness to your body; awareness is not just mental but 

happens physically as well as in your mind. Bringing awareness to the details 
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of your posture, there is an opening or capacity, a letting go of some idea of 

how your body should be, and a willingness to tolerate some further level of 

discomfort. This is exactly the transformative function in your body. This is 

a yogic practice to become more flexible physically as well as mentally.

In your mind as well, thoughts come and go, the brain continues to 

secrete thoughts, as we settle and breathe and bring awareness to our 

thoughts, without trying to crush or control them. Without needing to 

jump in and float down the stream of thought, whenever we do, just return 

and sit by the side of the stream, and pay attention. This awareness applied 

to the mind, and its thought stream, also develops capacity or tolerance. 

We are able to tolerate a greater level of confusion, a wider capacity to be 

present in the background awareness along with the various thoughts. 

We might have thoughts that we do not like, or we may notice patterns of 

thinking that are uncomfortable, or for which we feel ashamed or berate or 

blame ourselves. With this awareness and transformative function we can 

simply be present and accept this aspect of being human. We may develop 

a steadiness, a greater tolerance and openness to how it is to be this body 

and this mind. Of course they are not separate, although we strangely think 

of them as separate.

Awareness is transformative in developing openness, readiness, and 

willingness to be present and show up in our physical and mental sensa-

tions, to just sit with what is happening and notice all these thoughts, not 

trying to push away or manipulate them. Each moment with each breath 

includes this openness, capacity, and tolerance. Period after period of sit-

ting, we continue to develop the craft of showing up and paying attention to 

our life, we start to have a steadiness and a confidence in the practice itself, 

that the buddhas are supporting us, that the grasses and trees and tiles and 

walls are supporting us, and vice versa. We are connected to each other and 

to many beings in the world, to all people we have sat with together and to 

all the people we may have been present with in other ways, and to all the 

people who allow and support us in many ways to show up this day. Each 

moment allows this creative energy, this life force, this dynamic possibility 

that is part of our awareness when we pay attention. 
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extending the crAft of ZAZen

Awareness is transformative and this transformative quality also supports 

our awareness. Zazen is a mode of creative expression. How we conduct 

ourselves in the meditation hall is our way of expressing buddha mudra, 

a buddha’s posture, on our cushions. This practice helps find the creative 

energy in our whole life.

Appreciate your creative activities as you move around during your busy 

life in the world. You may be a musician, gardener, or parent, or perform 

obviously creative work with some product, like music, pictures, or poetry, 

but all kinds of activities can be creative. Notice your life interests, whatever 

they are. You might like reading mystery stories, or going for walks, or 

cooking, or washing the dishes. Attend to what interests you and what you 

enjoy doing, and feel how that resonates with your zazen. In the middle 

of your zazen, you need not think about those activities, but they might 

naturally appear anyway as part of your thought stream as you sit. That too 

may help connect to the deeper creative energy we touch in zazen.

In each breath, in each inhalation and exhalation, a kind of raw, tender 

freshness is available. Each breath is new, yet each also depends on every 

single previous breath you have ever breathed. And each inhalation and 

exhalation you take now is absolutely necessary to every inhalation and 

exhalation you will ever take. Our life is alive right now. This fact is very 

easy to ignore. A lot of our culture and its entertainments encourage us 

to run away from the reality of the aliveness of our life. But the raw, open 

uniqueness of each breath particularly arrives when you pay attention to 

your life and your daily activities. We all have chores that we think we need 

to perform. But it is possible to enjoy washing the dishes, or taking out 

the garbage? Pay attention to that enjoyment in your creative activities in 

the world, including the details. Whatever it is you do, can you feel this 

creative energy?

As your capacity and tolerance for this transformative creativity opens, 

you might let go of some activities, and you might not be as interested 

in some things as before. You are alive, and change, and sometimes that 
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is necessary. Keep turning this awareness and transformative function 

to that to which you give interest and attention. Notice how what you 

find interesting and enjoy is related to your zazen and might feed your 

zazen. That does not mean thinking about them, but your practice of lis-

tening to or making music, or of going for walks, cooking or gardening, 

or whatever your attention is engaged in, has something to do with the 

awareness of zazen mind and this transformative function in the middle 

of awareness. You need not run away from the person sitting on your 

cushion. Enjoy showing up in the activities of your life and see how they 

unfold and deepen.

The craft of practice includes just re-minding yourself of this mind dur-

ing the course of the day and the course of your life, just as you do in the 

middle of a period of zazen. Mindfully inhaling and exhaling is very help-

ful; really developing in your body enjoyment and appreciation of your 

breathing. In the middle of your week in some challenging or frustrating 

activity, you might just remember to breathe. 

fAcing hABits

In our zazen and our lives off the cushion, we must also face the fact of 

karmic entanglements, with our addictive patterns, habits of grasping and 

of feeling frustrated, fearful, lonely, or confused; this is all part of what it 

is to be human. Our reactions from those can cause problems and pre-

vent us from settling more deeply into this source of creative energy. Part 

of our practice is facing such karmic entanglements. You do not have to 

turn away. Be who you are, and be kind to yourself. We learn compassion 

for the world by being helpful to ourselves, willing to breathe into those 

sticky places too, willing to look at our dark side and apply this awareness 

and transformative function. Of course we cannot suddenly let go of our 

addictions or change our stubborn habit patterns, even when we see them 

clearly. As Bob Dylan sang while “stuck inside of” Mobile, “Here I sit so 

patiently, Waiting to find out what price, You have to pay to get out of Going 

through all these things twice.”9 I say to Bob, “Only twice? You must be 



   zazen mind and transformative function     23

kidding.” Well Dylan is a genius; most of us must go through these things 

many, many times.

As we pay attention to all the patterns we need to see through, settling 

and developing our capacity, we can learn to be with our thought streams 

and our habit patterns and to let go of their hold. But usually we cannot 

simply fix or change them. Some of them are going to be there in subtler 

and subtler ways for our whole life, or for lifetimes to come, but still, we 

need not be caught and react to habit patterns. When we do react, how do 

we then forgive ourselves and just bring awareness, show up and be pres-

ent, and not run away from these habit patterns? Breathe and enjoy your 

breathing and your life, enjoy whatever it is you find engaging, interesting, 

enlivening. See the awareness and transformative function in all of those 

activities. 

And then zazen will be with you always. 

Please enjoy your sitting.





Hongzhi, Dōgen, and the  
Background of Shikan Taza

oBjectless meditAtion

One way to categorize the meditation practice of shikan taza, or “just 

sitting,” is as an objectless meditation. This is a definition in terms 

of what it is not. One just sits, not concentrating on any particular object 

of awareness, unlike most traditional meditation practices, Buddhist and 

non-Buddhist, that involve intent focus on a particular object. Such objects 

traditionally have included colored disks, candle flames, various aspects of 

breath, incantations, ambient sound, physical sensations or postures, spiri-

tual figures, mandalas including geometric arrangements of such figures 

or of symbols representing them, and teaching stories or key phrases from 

such stories. Some of these concentration practices are in the background 

of the shikan taza practice tradition, and some have been included with 

shikan taza in its actual lived experience by practitioners.

But objectless meditation focuses on clear, nonjudgmental, panoramic 

attention to all of the myriad arising phenomena in the present experience. 

Such objectless meditation is a potential universally available to conscious 

beings, and it has been expressed at various times in history. This just sit-

ting is not a meditation technique or practice, or indeed any thing at all. 

“Just sitting” is a verb rather than a noun, the dynamic activity of being 

fully present.

the chinese sōtō BAckground Before hongZhi

The specific practice experience of shikan taza was first articulated in the 

Sōtō (Ch.: Caodong) Zen lineage by the Chinese master Hongzhi Zhengjue 
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(1091–1157; Jpn.: Wanshi Shōgaku) and further elaborated by the Japanese 

Sōtō founder Eihei Dōgen in the thirteenth century. But prior to their 

expressions of this experience, there are hints of this practice in some of 

the earlier teachers of the tradition. The founding teachers of this lineage 

run from Shitou Xiqian (700–790; Jpn.: Sekitō Kisen), two generations 

after the Chinese Sixth Ancestor, through three generations to Dongshan 

Liangjie (807–869; Jpn.: Tōzan Ryokai), the usually recognized founder 

of the Caodong, or Sōtō, lineage in China. I will briefly mention a couple 

of these early practice intimations in their Sōtō lineage context before dis-

cussing the expressions of Hongzhi and Dōgen.

Shitou is most noted for his teaching poem “Sandōkai” (Harmony of 

Difference and Sameness), still frequently chanted in Sōtō Zen. “Sandōkai” 

presents the fundamental dialectic between the polarity of the universal 

ultimate and the phenomenal particulars. This dialectic, derived by Shitou 

from Chinese Huayan thought based on the “Flower Ornament” (Avatam. - 

saka) Sutra combined with some use of Daoist imagery, became the philo-

sophical background of Sōtō, as expressed by Dongshan in the five ranks 

teachings, and later elucidated by various Sōtō thinkers.10

Shitou wrote another teaching poem, “Soanka” (Song of the Grass Hut), 

which presents more of a practice model for how to develop the space that 

fosters just sitting. Therein Shitou says, “Just sitting with head covered all 

things are at rest. Thus this mountain monk does not understand at all.”11 

He is modeling a praxis not involved in the effort to gain some understand-

ing or insight. Just sitting is the subtle activity of allowing all things to be 

completely at rest just as they are.

In “Song of the Grass Hut” Shitou also says, “Turn around the light to 

shine within, then just return. . . . Let go of hundreds of years and relax 

completely. Open your hands and walk, innocent.” Probably few have seen 

the purpose of Zen practice as relaxing completely, especially when caught 

up in encouragements to acquire some special exalted experience or spiri-

tual state. But Shitou is recommending practice that expresses just letting 

go, physically as in awareness, whether in sitting or everyday conduct, 
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reminiscent of what Dōgen would later call “dropping body and mind.” 

According to Shitou, the fundamental orientation of turning within is sim-

ply in order to “just return” to the world and to our original quality. Letting 

go of conditioning while steeped in completely relaxed awareness, one may 

be able to act more effectively, innocent of grasping and attachments. The 

context of this just sitting suggested by Shitou is the possibility of aware 

and responsive presence that is simple, open-hearted, and straightforward. 

“Song of the Grass Hut” concludes, “If you want to know the undying 

person in the hut, don’t separate from this skin bag here and now.” This is 

not a practice of reaching some altered, higher state, or becoming a more 

exalted person, but simply of fully realizing the reality of this mind and 

body, this skin bag here and now.

Another story about Shitou more directly expresses the quality of prac-

tice as nonattainment, a practice without objective. A student asked Shitou, 

“What is the essential meaning of Buddha Dharma?” and Shitou replied, 

“Not attaining, not knowing.” Nothing needs to be understood or acquired. 

When the student followed up, “Beyond that, is there any other pivotal 

point?” Shitou stated, “The wide sky does not obstruct the white clouds 

drifting.”12 In the spaciousness of this awareness no forms need be grasped 

or rejected as objectives.

When teaching about zazen, Dōgen regularly quotes a saying by Shitou’s 

successor, Yaoshan Weiyan (745–828; Jpn.: Yakusan Igen). As discussed 

more fully in the previous chapter, a monk asked Yaoshan what he thought 

of while sitting so still and steadfastly. Yaoshan replied that he thought of 

not-thinking, or that he thought of that which does not think. When the 

monk asked how Yaoshan did that, he responded, “Beyond thinking,” or 

“Nonthinking.” This is a state of awareness that can include both cogni-

tion and the absence of thought and is not caught up in either. Dōgen 

calls this “The essential art of zazen.”13 And this story obviously provides 

background for Dōgen’s view of zazen. These early accounts indicate the 

context for Caodong/Sōtō practitioners “just sitting” well before Hongzhi 

and Dōgen.14
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hongZhi’s serene illuminAtion

Hongzhi, easily the most prominent Sōtō teacher in the twelfth century, 

was a literary giant, a highly prolific, elegant, and evocative writer who 

comprehensively articulated this meditation practice for the first time. 

Hongzhi does not use the actual term “just sitting,” which Dōgen quotes 

instead from his own Sōtō lineage teacher Tiantong Rujing (1163–1228; 

Jpn.: Tendō Nyojō). But Tiantong Monastery, where Dōgen studied with 

Rujing in 1227, was the same temple where Hongzhi had been abbot for 

almost thirty years up to his death in 1157. Dōgen refers to Hongzhi as an 

“ancient buddha,” and frequently quotes him, especially from his poetic 

writings on meditative experience. Clearly the meditative awareness that 

Hongzhi writes about was closely related to Dōgen’s meditation, although 

Dōgen further developed its dynamic orientation in his own writings about 

just sitting.

Hongzhi’s meditation teaching is usually referred to as “silent (or 

serene) illumination,” although Hongzhi actually uses this term only a 

few times in his voluminous writings. In his long poem “Silent Illumina-

tion,” Hongzhi emphasizes the necessity for balance between serenity and 

illumination, which echoes the traditional Buddhist meditation practice of 

śamatha-vipaśyana, or stopping and insight. This balance was recalled as 

zhiguan in the Chinese Tiantai meditation system expounded by the great 

Chinese Buddhist synthesizer Zhiyi (538–597). Hongzhi emphasizes the 

necessity for active insight as well as calm in “Silent Illumination” when he 

says, “If illumination neglects serenity then aggressiveness appears. . . . If 

serenity neglects illumination, murkiness leads to wasted Dharma.”15 

Hongzhi’s meditation values the balancing of both stopping or settling 

the mind and its actively illuminating functioning.

In his prose writings, Hongzhi frequently uses nature metaphors to 

express the natural simplicity of the lived experience of silent illumination 

or just sitting. (I am generally using these terms interchangeably, except 

when discussing differences in their usages by Hongzhi or Dōgen.) An 

example of Hongzhi’s nature writing is this:
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A person of the Way fundamentally does not dwell anywhere. 

The white clouds are fascinated with the green mountain’s foun-

dation. The bright moon cherishes being carried along with the 

flowing water. The clouds part and the mountains appear. The 

moon sets and the water is cool. Each bit of autumn contains vast 

interpenetration without bounds.16

Hongzhi here highlights the ease of this awareness and its function. 

Like the flow of water and clouds, the mind can move smoothly to flow 

in harmony with its environment. “Accord and respond without laboring 

and accomplish without hindrance. Everywhere turn around freely, not 

following conditions, not falling into classifications.”17

In many places, Hongzhi provides specific instructions about how 

to manage one’s sense perceptions so as to allow the vital presence 

of just sitting. “Respond unencumbered to each speck of dust without 

becoming its partner. The subtlety of seeing and hearing transcends 

mere colors and sounds.”18 Again he suggests, “Casually mount the 

sounds and straddle the colors while you transcend listening and sur-

pass watching.”19 This does not indicate a presence that is oblivious to 

the surrounding sense world. But while the practitioner remains aware, 

sense phenomena do not need to become objects of attachment, or be 

objectified at all.

Another aspect of Hongzhi’s practice is that it is objectless, not only 

in terms of letting go of concentration objects, but also objectless in the 

sense of avoiding any specific, limited goals or objectives. As Hongzhi says 

at the end of “Silent Illumination,” “Transmit it to all directions without 

desiring to gain credit.”20 This serene illumination, or just sitting, is not a 

technique, or a means to some resulting higher state of consciousness, or 

any particular state of being. Just sitting, one simply meets the immediate 

present. Desiring some flashy experience, or anything more or other than 

“this,” is mere worldly vanity and craving. Again invoking empty nature, 

Hongzhi says, “Fully appreciate the emptiness of all dharmas. Then all 

minds are free and all dusts evaporate in the original brilliance shining 



30     zen questions   

everywhere. . . . Clear and desireless, the wind in the pines and the moon 

in the water are content in their elements.”21

the trAP of PAssivity

This nonseeking quality of Hongzhi’s meditation eventually helped make it 

controversial. The leading contemporary teacher in the much more promi-

nent Linji lineage (Jpn.: Rinzai) was Dahui Zonggao (1089–1163; Jpn.: Daie 

Sōkō). A popular historical stereotype is that Dahui and Hongzhi were 

rivals, debating over Hongzhi’s silent illumination meditation as opposed 

to Dahui’s koan introspection meditation. Historians have now established 

that Hongzhi and Dahui were actually friends, or at least had high mutual 

esteem, and sent students to each other. There was no such debate, at least 

until future generations of their successors, although Dahui did severely 

critique silent illumination practice as being quietistic and damaging to 

Zen. Dahui clearly was not criticizing Hongzhi himself but rather some of 

his followers, and possibly Hongzhi’s Dharma brother Changlu Qingliao 

(1089–1151; Jpn.: Chōryo Seiryō), from whom Dōgen’s lineage descends.22

Dahui’s criticism of silent illumination was partly valid, based on the 

legitimate danger of practitioners misunderstanding this approach as qui-

etistic or passive. Dahui’s critique was echoed centuries later by Japanese 

Rinzai critics of just sitting, such as Hakuin in the eighteenth century. Just 

sitting can indeed sometimes degenerate into dull attachment to inner 

bliss states, with no responsiveness to the suffering of the surrounding 

world. Hongzhi clarifies that this is not the intention of his practice, for 

example when he says, “In wonder return to the journey, avail yourself of 

the path and walk ahead. . . . With the hundred grass tips in the busy mar-

ketplace graciously share yourself.”23 The meditation advocated by both 

Hongzhi and Dōgen is firmly rooted in the bodhisattva path and its libera-

tive purpose of assisting and awakening beings. Mere idle indulgence in 

peacefulness and bliss is not the point.The other aspect of Dahui’s criticism 

related to his own advocacy of meditation focusing on koans as meditation 

objects, explicitly aimed at generating flashy opening experiences. Such 
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experiences may occur in just sitting practice as well, but generally have 

been less valued in the Sōtō tradition. The purpose of Buddhist practice is 

universal awakening, not dramatic experiences of opening any more than 

passive states of serenity. But contrary to another erroneous stereotype, use 

of koans has been widespread in Sōtō teaching as well as Rinzai.

Hongzhi himself created two collections of koans with his comments, 

one of which was the basis for the important anthology Book of Serenity 

(Jpn.: Shōyōroku). Dōgen also created koan collections, and (ironically, 

considering his reputation as champion of just sitting meditation) far more 

of his voluminous writing, including most of the essays of his master-

work Shōbōgenzō, is devoted to commentary on koans than to discussion 

of meditation. Dōgen was actually instrumental in introducing the koan 

literature to Japan, and his writings demonstrate a truly amazing mastery 

of the depths and breadth of the range of that literature in China. Steven 

Heine’s modern work Dōgen and the Kōan Tradition clearly demonstrates 

how Dōgen actually developed koan practice in new expansive modes that 

differed from Dahui’s concentrated approach.24 Although Hongzhi and 

Dōgen, and most of the traditional Sōtō tradition, did not develop a formal 

koan meditation curriculum as did Dahui, Hakuin, and much of the Rinzai 

tradition, the koan stories have remained a prominent context for Sōtō 

teaching. Conversely, just sitting has often been part of Rinzai practice, 

such that some Sōtō monks in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

went to Rinzai masters for training in just sitting.

the sAmādhi of self-fulfillment And AwAkened sPAce

Although a great deal of Dōgen’s writing focuses on commentary on koans 

and sutras, and on monastic practice expressions, the practice of just sit-

ting is clearly crucial in the background throughout his teaching career. 

Dōgen builds on the descriptions of Hongzhi to emphasize the dynamic 

function of just sitting.

In one of his first essays, “Bendōwa” (Talk on Wholehearted Practice 

of the Way), written in 1231 a few years after his return from training in 
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China, Dōgen describes this meditation as the samādhi of self-fulfillment 

(or enjoyment) and elaborates the inner meaning of this practice. Just 

sitting is simply expressed as concentration on the self in its most delight-

ful wholeness, in total inclusive interconnection with all of phenomena. 

Dōgen makes remarkably radical claims for this simple experience. “When 

one displays the buddha mudra with one’s whole body and mind, sitting 

upright in this samādhi for even a short time, everything in the entire 

Dharma world becomes buddha mudra, and all space in the universe com-

pletely becomes enlightenment.”25 Proclaiming that when one just sits 

all of space itself becomes enlightenment is an inconceivable statement, 

deeply challenging our usual sense of the nature of reality, whether we 

take Dōgen’s words literally or metaphorically. Dōgen places this activity 

of just sitting far beyond our usual sense of personal self or agency. He 

goes on to say that “Even if only one person sits for a short time, because 

this zazen is one with all existence and completely permeates all times, 

it performs everlasting buddha guidance” throughout space and time. At 

least in Dōgen’s faith in the spiritual or “theological” implications of the 

activity of just sitting, this is clearly a dynamically liberating practice, not 

mere blissful serenity, with striking potential environmental and societal 

implications.

Through his writings, Dōgen gives ample indication as to how to engage 

this just sitting. In another noted early writing, “Genjōkōan” (Actualizing 

the Fundamental Point), from 1233, Dōgen gives a clear description of the 

existential stance of just sitting: “To carry yourself forward and experience 

myriad things is delusion. That myriad things come forth and experience 

themselves is awakening.”26 That we are conditioned to project our own 

conceptions onto the world as a dead object-screen is the cause of suffer-

ing. When all of phenomena (including what we usually think of as “ours”) 

join in mutual self-experience and expression, the awakened awareness 

that Hongzhi described through nature metaphors is present, doing bud-

dha’s work, as Dōgen says.
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sustAining droPPed off Body And mind

Some modern Dōgen scholars have emphasized the shift in his later teach-

ing to the importance of strict monastic practice and supposedly away 

from the universal applicability of shikan taza practice. In 1243 Dōgen 

moved his community far from the capital of Kyoto to the snowy north 

coast mountains, where he established his monastery, Eiheiji. His teach-

ing thereafter, until his death in 1253, was mostly in the form of brief talks 

to his monks, presented in Eihei Kōroku (Dōgen’s Extensive Record). These 

are focused on training a core of dedicated monks to preserve his practice 

tradition, a mission he fulfilled with extraordinary success. But through 

his later work as well as the early, instructions and encouragements to just 

sit appear regularly.

In 1251 Dōgen was still proclaiming:

The family style of all buddhas and ancestors is to engage the way 

in zazen. My late teacher Tiantong [Rujing] said, “Cross-legged 

sitting is the Dharma of ancient buddhas. . . . In just sitting it is 

finally accomplished.” . . . We should engage the way in zazen as 

if extinguishing flames from our heads. Buddhas and ancestors, 

generation after generation, face to face transmit the primacy 

of zazen.27

In 1249 he exhorted his monks, “We should know that zazen is the 

decorous activity of practice after realization. Realization is simply just 

sitting zazen. . . . Brothers on this mountain, you should straightforwardly, 

single-mindedly focus on zazen.”28 For Dōgen, all of enlightenment is fully 

expressed in the ongoing practice of just sitting. That same year, he gave 

a straightforward instruction for just sitting:

Great assembly, do you want to hear the reality of just sitting, 

which is the Zen practice that is dropping off body and mind?
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After a pause [Dōgen] said: Mind cannot objectify it; thinking 

cannot describe it. Just step back and carry on, and avoid offend-

ing anyone you face. At the ancient dock, the wind and moon 

are cold and clear. At night the boat floats peacefully in the land 

of lapis lazuli.29

The concluding two sentences of this talk are quoted from a poem by 

Hongzhi, further revealing the continuity of their practice teachings.

Dōgen also frequently describes this just sitting as “dropping away body 

and mind,” shinjin datsuraku in Japanese, a phrase traditionally associated 

with Dōgen’s awakening in China.30 For Dōgen this “dropping off body 

and mind” is the true nature both of just sitting and of complete enlight-

enment; it is the ultimate letting go of self, directly meeting the cold, clear 

wind and moon. After turning within while just sitting, it is carried on in 

all activity and throughout ongoing engagement with the world. Although 

just sitting now has been maintained for 750 years since Dōgen, the teach-

ings of Hongzhi and Dōgen remain as primary guideposts to its practice.



Zazen as Enactment Ritual

Zen Beyond techniQues

Buddhist meditation has commonly been considered an instrumen-

tal technique aimed at obtaining a heightened mental or spiritual 

state, or even as a method for inducing some dramatic “enlightenment” 

experience. But in some branches of the Zen tradition, zazen is seen not as 

a means to attaining some result but as a ritual enactment and expression 

of awakened awareness. This alternate, historically significant approach 

to Zen meditation and practice has been as a ceremonial, ritual expres-

sion whose transformative quality is not based on stages of attainment or 

meditative prowess.

The Zen ritual enactment approach is most apparent and developed 

in writings about zazen by the Japanese Sōtō Zen founder Eihei Dōgen. 

This chapter will explore his ritual instructions for meditation practice, 

especially in his monastic regulations for the monks’ hall in Eihei Shingi, 

then relevant teachings about meditation in a selection from Dōgen’s two 

massive masterworks, his extended essays in Shōbōgenzō, and his direct 

teachings to his monks in short formal talks in Eihei Kōroku. Following 

these, a sampling of other Zen sources with analogous approaches are 

described.

ZAZen As tAntrA

Before focusing on Zen teachings, we may briefly note that such enactment 

practice is usually associated with the Vajrayāna branch of Buddhism, in 

which practitioners are initiated into ritual practices of identification with 
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specific buddha or bodhisattva figures. Although Vajrayāna is often con-

sidered the province of Tibetan Buddhism, increasing attention is being 

given to the crucial role of the Japanese forms of Vajrayāna (mikkyō in 

Sino-Japanese).31 In the Heian period (794–1185) this mikkyō, also known 

as “esoteric” or tantric practice, was prevalent not only in Shingon (True 

Word), the main Japanese Vajrayāna school, but also in the comprehensive 

Tendai school in which were first trained not only Japanese Zen founders 

like Dōgen and Eisai (1141–1215) but also Pure Land founders Hōnen (1133–

1212) and Shinran (1173–1262), as well as Nichiren (1222–1282). Thanks to 

this mikkyō heritage that permeated all of medieval Japanese Buddhism, in 

many inexplicit ways mikkyō or tantric practice might be seen as underly-

ing all subsequent forms of Japanese Buddhism. Further studies exploring 

direct and indirect influences of mikkyō on Japanese Zen promise to be 

especially informative.

For Dōgen and others, Zen shares with the Vajrayāna tradition the heart 

of spiritual activity and praxis as the enactment of buddha awareness and 

physical presence, rather than aiming at developing a perfected, formu-

lated understanding. In the context of Tibetan Buddhism, Robert Thurman 

speaks of the main thrust of Vajrayāna practice as physical rather than 

solely mental. “When we think of the goal of Buddhism as enlightenment, 

we think of it mainly as an attainment of some kind of higher understand-

ing. But buddhahood is a physical transformation as much as a mental 

transcendence.”32

The Japanese Vajrayāna teacher Kūkai (774–835), the founder of Shin-

gon, emphasized the effects of teachings over their literal meaning. As 

explicated by Thomas Kasulis, “Kūkai was more interested in the teach-

ings’ aims than in their content, or perhaps better stated, he saw the aims 

as inseparable from their content. He saw no sharp distinction between 

theory and practice.” The understanding of a teaching was not privileged 

independently from its practical effects. “The truth of a statement depends 

not on the status of its referent, but on how it affects us.”33 For Kūkai, 

physical postures, utterances, and mental imagery are expressions of ulti-

mate reality, and by intentionally engaging in them, practitioners are led 
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to realization of that reality. The performance of the ritual practice helps 

effect an expressive realization deeper than mere cognition.

the PhysicAl exPression of PrActice-reAliZAtion

Both the Vajrayāna and Zen emphasis on fully expressed performance of 

reality reflects the valuing of actual bodhisattvic workings and the realiza-

tion of a teaching’s enactment over theoretical dictums or attainments. 

In his early 1231 writing on the meaning of meditation, “Bendōwa,” now 

considered part of Shōbōgenzō, Dōgen directly emphasizes the priority of 

the actualization of practice expression over doctrinal theory. “Buddhist 

practitioners should know not to argue about the superiority or inferior-

ity of teachings and not to discriminate between superficial or profound 

Dharma, but should only know whether the practice is genuine or false.”34 

This priority of a teaching’s actual performance is reflected, for example, 

in the somewhat later Japanese Sōtō Zen prescription, “Dignified manner 

is Buddha Dharma; decorum is the essential teaching.”35 The point is to 

enact the meaning of the teachings in actualized practice, and the whole 

praxis, including meditation, may thus be viewed as ritual, ceremonial 

expressions of the teaching, rather than as means to discover and attain 

some understanding of it. Therefore, the strong emphasis in much of 

this approach to Zen training is the mindful and dedicated expression of 

meditative awareness in everyday activities.

In perhaps his most foundational essay on zazen, “Fukanzazengi,” 

Dōgen gives detailed postural instructions for sitting meditation, largely 

patterned after Chinese Chan meditation manuals. The earliest version 

of this essay, no longer extant, is from 1227, written shortly after Dōgen’s 

return to Japan from four years of studies in China. Later revisions are 

from 1233 and 1242, the latter cited here from his Eihei Kōroku.36 This 

essay was aimed at a general audience of laypeople but still describes the 

practice in ritual terms. Dōgen specifies in detail preparation of the medi-

tation space, suggesting a quiet room, and also grounding of the mental 

space, including to put aside involvements and affairs and not to think in 
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terms of good or bad. He adds, “Have no designs on becoming a buddha,” 

emphasizing the noninstrumental but rather the ritual nature of this activ-

ity. He describes postural arrangements, including details of full-lotus and 

half-lotus leg positions, how to hold the hand position, and physical guides 

for upright alignment, such as ears in line above shoulders and nose above 

navel. All these are provided so that the practitioner can “settle into steady, 

immovable sitting.”

After the procedural descriptions, which were patterned closely after the 

Chan sources, Dōgen comments, “The zazen I speak of is not [learning] 

meditation practice. It is simply the Dharma gate of peace and bliss, the 

practice-realization of totally culminated awakening.” Here Dōgen clarifies 

that the zazen praxis he espouses is not one of the traditional meditation 

programs that one can study and learn, step-by step. “Meditation” is a 

translation for Zen in Japanese, Chan in Chinese, or Dhyāna in Sanskrit, 

which can be understood in terms of the four stages of the technical dhyāna 

practices (often translated as “trances”), which predate the historical Bud-

dha in India. But in China this term was used generally to refer to a variety 

of meditation curricula, the sense indicated here by Dōgen. He goes on to 

clarify that his zazen praxis bears no relationship to mental acuity: “Make 

no distinction between the dull and the sharp witted.” Then he adds, “If 

you concentrate your effort single-mindedly, that in itself is wholeheart-

edly engaging the way. Practice-realization is naturally undefiled.” In many 

of his writings, Dōgen emphasizes the oneness of “practice-realization,” 

that meditation practice is not a means toward some future realization or 

enlightenment but is its inseparable expression.

The ritual context of Dōgen’s zazen is highlighted at the beginning of 

his essay “Bendōhō” (The Model for Engaging the Way), a manual for the 

proper procedures for practice in the monks’ hall, within which the monks 

sit zazen, take meals, and sleep, each at their assigned places. This is the 

traditional mode of Chan practice in China, which Dōgen established at 

Eiheiji, the monastery he founded after moving in 1243 from the capital 

of Kyoto to the remote mountains of Echizen (now Fukui), and which 

remains one of the two headquarter temples of Sōtō Zen. “Bendōhō” is one 
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of the essays in Eihei Shingi (Dōgen’s Pure Standards for the Zen Community), 

the seventeenth-century collection of all of Dōgen’s writings in Chinese 

about monastic standards and regulations. “Bendōhō” follows in this text 

after the more celebrated essay “Tenzokyōkun” (Instructions for the Chief 

Cook), which propounds the appropriate attitudes and responsibility of the 

tenzo, as well as rituals and procedures to be followed in preparing food 

in the monastery kitchen.

In “Bendōhō,” Dōgen states that all monks should sit zazen together, 

“when the assembly is sitting,” and stop together when it is time for all to 

lie down for the night. He states that “Standing out has no benefit; being 

different from others is not our conduct.”37 Clearly Dōgen sees zazen as a 

communal ritual rather than an individual spiritual exercise. Commencing 

with the evening schedule, Dōgen imparts the proper ritual conduct for 

daily activities in the monks’ hall throughout the day, including compre-

hensive ritual procedures for such activities as serving tea, teeth brush-

ing, face cleaning, and using the toilet (in the lavatory located in back of 

the monks’ hall). He speaks of zazen as one of such ritual activities and 

describes in detail the manner and route with which the abbot should enter 

the hall to lead the assembly’s evening zazen. Later, after describing less 

formal early morning sitting, Dōgen gives further instructions for zazen 

that copy in many particulars the detailed postural instructions in “Fukan-

zazengi.” It is clear in context that though Dōgen considers zazen the core 

ritual, it is still simply one of the many ritual activities in the everyday life 

of the monks’ hall.

the PrActice And trAining of BuddhAs

One of the Shōbōgenzō essays that focuses on zazen practice is the 1242 

“Zazenshin” (The Acupuncture Needle, or Point, of Zazen). In it Dōgen 

says, “For studying the way, the established [means of ] investigation is 

pursuit of the way in seated meditation. The essential point that marks 

this [investigation] is [the understanding] that there is a practice of a bud-

dha that does not seek to make a buddha. Since the practice of a buddha 
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is not to make a buddha, it is the realization of the kōan.”38 Here, as in 

many places in his writings, Dōgen emphasizes as the “essential point” 

that zazen specifically and practice generally is not about seeking some 

future buddhahood. Rather, it is already the practice of buddhas, realizing 

with awakened awareness what is crucial in this present situation.

Dōgen declares, “There is a principle that seated meditation does not 

await making a buddha; there is nothing obscure about the essential mes-

sage that making a buddha is not connected with seated meditation.” For 

Dōgen zazen is adamantly not merely a means to achieve buddhahood. 

After commenting in detail on this, Dōgen adds, “It is the seated buddha 

that buddha after buddha and patriarch after patriarch have taken as their 

essential activity. Those who are buddhas and patriarchs have employed 

this essential activity, . . . for it is the essential function.” Although it is not 

an instrumental activity for gaining awakening, zazen is still the funda-

mental activity of buddhas for Dōgen.

“Zazenshin” concludes with Dōgen commenting on and writing his 

own version of a poem about the function of zazen by Chinese master 

Hongzhi Zhengjue (1091–1157; Jpn.: Wanshi Shōgaku), the most important 

Sōtō (Ch.: Caodong) teacher in the century before Dōgen, and who was a 

primary source and inspiration for Dōgen. The relevant point in Dōgen’s 

discussion is that both verses begin with the proposition that zazen is “the 

essential function of all the buddhas.” Dōgen comments that “the essential 

function that is realized [by buddhas] is seated meditation.” Again, he sees 

zazen as the expression and function of buddhas, rather than buddhahood 

being a function, or consequence, of zazen.

Along with the playful, elaborate essays in Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō, noted 

for their poetic wordplay and intricate philosophical expressions, Dōgen’s 

other major and massive work is Eihei Kōroku. The first seven of the ten 

volumes of Eihei Kōroku consist of usually brief jōdō (literally “ascending 

the hall”), which I call Dharma hall discourses. These short, formal talks 

are given traditionally in the Dharma hall with the monks standing. Except 

for the first volume of Eihei Kōroku from prior to his departure from Kyoto 

in 1243, the Dharma hall discourses in Eihei Kōroku are our primary source 
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for Dōgen’s mature teaching at Eiheiji, after he had finished writing the 

vast majority of the longer essays included in Shōbōgenzō. These talks to 

his cadre of disciples at Eiheiji reveal his personality qualities and style of 

training. This training apparently was effective, as Dōgen’s seven major 

disciples present at Eiheiji, together with their disciples over the next few 

generations, managed to spread his Sōtō lineage and teaching widely in 

the Japanese countryside.39

In a great many of the jōdō, Dōgen discusses zazen as a ritual activity for 

enactment of buddha awareness. For example, in Dharma hall discourse 

319 from 1249, just before celebrating the institution of the first Japanese 

monks’ hall at Eiheiji, Dōgen says, “We should know that zazen is the deco-

rous activity of practice after realization. Realization is simply just sitting 

zazen.”40 Dōgen again emphasizes that his zazen is not an activity prior 

to realization of enlightenment but its natural expression, comparable to 

the ongoing daily meditation by Śākyamuni Buddha after his awakening 

to buddhahood.

However, this ritual zazen expressing realization is not a pointless or 

dull, routinized activity, inertly enshrining some prior experience. In 

Dharma hall discourse 449 from 1251, Dōgen says, “What is called zazen 

is to sit, cutting through the smoke and clouds without seeking merit. 

Just become unified, never reaching the end. . . . Already such, how can 

we penetrate it?”41 Behind these zazen instructions and encouragements 

to actively enact awareness in practice is a strong attitude of persistent 

inquiry that permeates Dōgen’s teachings and his challenges to his dis-

ciples. Dōgen’s zazen can be seen as a ritualized mode of silent inquiry, 

and this attitude of inquiry is reinforced in many of his mentions of 

zazen.

The ninth day of the ninth month was the traditional date in the Chan 

monastic schedule when the relaxed summer schedule ended and increased 

zazen practice began. Although Dōgen did not follow the relaxed sched-

ule in his training set-up, he did honor the traditional date for renewed 

zazen with talks encouraging revitalized practice.42 Dōgen’s Dharma hall 

 discourse 523 from 1252 is the last such talk given on that date to encourage 
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zazen. In that talk he says, “Body and mind that is dropped off is steadfast 

and immovable. Although the sitting cushions are old, they show new 

impressions.” Here he refers to the importance of sustaining zazen as a 

practice ritual and its renewal with fresh impressions (on cushions as well 

as minds), ritually celebrated on this occasion.

In Dharma hall discourse 531, his very last jōdō in 1252, during which he 

was succumbing to the illness that would take his life in the following year, 

Dōgen says in a verse, “A flower blooming on a monk’s staff has merit. 

Smiling on our sitting cushions, there’s nothing lacking.”43 In this, one of 

his very last teachings, he describes zazen as a joyful event that celebrates 

the full expression and blossoming of awakening.

the oneness of PrActice And reAliZAtion

Dōgen proclaims his important teaching of the unity of practice and real-

ization (shushō-ittō) clearly in his early 1231 writing “Bendōwa.” In response 

to one of the questions posed, Dōgen states:

In Buddha Dharma, practice and enlightenment are one and the 

same. Because it is the practice of enlightenment, a beginner’s 

wholehearted practice of the Way is exactly the totality of origi-

nal enlightenment. For this reason, in conveying the essential 

attitude for practice, it is taught not to wait for enlightenment 

outside practice. . . . Since it is already the enlightenment of prac-

tice, enlightenment is endless; since it is the practice of enlight-

enment, practice is beginningless.44

For Dōgen, true practice of Buddha Dharma can only be a response to 

some present awareness of enlightenment or realization. And enlight-

enment is not realized, or meaningful, unless it is engaged in practice. 

Because of this unity Dōgen urges all to engage in zazen.

This expounding of awakening need not be offered only through verbal 

Dharma talks. It may also be fully expounded and enacted simply through 
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the physical, ritual expression of upright sitting, of zazen. Moreover, for 

Dōgen the awakening of buddhas is expounded by buddhas listening to 

the teaching equally with those who give the teaching. Toward the end 

of “Gyōbutsu Īgi” (The Awesome Presence of Active Buddhas), Dōgen 

describes buddhas listening to as well as speaking Dharma. “Do not regard 

the capacity to expound the Dharma as superior, and the capacity to listen 

to the Dharma as inferior. If those who speak are venerable, those who 

listen are venerable as well.”45 The ritual enactment of a Dharma talk is 

performed by the listeners as well as by the speaker. Dōgen clarifies, “Know 

that it is equally difficult to listen to and accept this sutra. Expounding 

and listening are not a matter of superior and inferior. . . . As the fruit of 

buddhahood is already present, they do not listen to Dharma to achieve 

buddhahood; as indicated, they are already buddhas.” As with zazen itself, 

for Dōgen the ritual of listening to the teaching is not undertaken as a 

means to the goal of awakening or understanding, but simply as an enact-

ment of the buddhahood already present.

Some of Dōgen’s jōdō (Dharma hall discourses) in his Eihei Kōroku pose 

a further analogy to his approach to zazen as an enactment ritual. He uses 

his own expounding of the Dharma as an enactment ritual rather than 

as a mere technique to communicate philosophical doctrines or practice 

instructions. This mode of enactment ritual represents a primary aspect of 

Dōgen’s Zen expression. For example, in Dharma hall discourse 70, given 

in 1241, Dōgen proclaims:

As this mountain monk [Dōgen] today gives a Dharma hall dis-

course, all buddhas in the three times also today give a Dharma 

hall discourse. The ancestral teachers in all generations also today 

give a Dharma hall discourse. . . . Already together having given a 

Dharma hall discourse, what Dharma has been expounded? No 

other Dharma is expressed; but this very Dharma is expressed. 

What is this Dharma? . . . It is upheld within the monks’ hall; it is 

upheld within the Buddha hall.46
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Dōgen never states the content of the Dharma hall discourse, except 

to say that he is giving it, together with all buddhas and ancestors, and 

that it is upheld in the ritual activity of the monks in the monks’ hall and 

Buddha hall. This is a ritual discourse that celebrates the ritual itself 

and its enactment, beyond any other content signified by the ritual. As 

such, it provides a mirror to the ritual enactment of zazen that Dōgen 

proclaims as itself the essential realization or enlightenment.

All Zen ritual activity, at least ideally, does have some impact, or lib-

erative effect, for the participants. On the other hand, attachment to the 

mere procedural forms of ritual, in which the forms are followed in a rou-

tinized, rote manner, is traditionally considered a hindrance to practice. 

Nonattachment or not clinging is a primary feature of Dōgen’s practice-

realization. Such clinging would be to neglect rather than to protect and 

care for practice-realization. Practice marked by pursuit or attainment of 

enlightenment can become a form of spiritual materialism or greed. Radi-

cal nonattachment may fully demonstrate appreciation and enactment of 

the meaning of practice-realization. Dōgen’s zazen celebrates and enacts 

Buddha’s practice of inquiry, rather than some practice of acquisition, and 

takes refuge in the actuality of Buddha’s practice, rather than aspiring to 

some external imagined ideal.

rituAl enActment meditAtion in chinese chAn

This approach to zazen as a ritual of enactment, clearly articulated 

throughout Dōgen’s writings, is not unique to Dōgen. As discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, in Japanese Zen it may derive partly from the 

significant influence throughout Japanese Buddhism of mikkyō, in which 

the practitioner identifies with and takes refuge in a particular buddha or 

bodhisattva. The bulk of the Chinese Chan koan or encounter dialogue 

literature does not deal directly with meditation as a ritual. But in Chinese 

Chan we indeed can see intimations of this practice approach of zazen as 

an enactment ritual.

The first chapter describes how the eighth-century Chan master Nanyue 
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used a rock and tile to demonstrate to his student Mazu that zazen is 

not about “becoming a buddha.” When Mazu later became a prominent 

Chan teacher, he taught that “This very mind is buddha.” Although not 

directly about ritual zazen, this implies an enactment rather than attain-

ment approach to practice. And Mazu’s disciple Damei Fachang (752–839; 

Jpn.: Daibai Hōjō), whom Mazu and Dōgen both praised, spent thirty years 

on his mountain practicing zazen based on this teaching.47

Another prominent disciple of Mazu, Nanquan Puyuan (748–834; Jpn.: 

Nansen Fugan) was asked about the way by his student, the renowned 

adept Zhaozhou Congshen (778–897; Jpn.: Joshu Jushin). Nanquan 

responded that “Ordinary mind is the Way.”48 When asked by Zhaozhou 

how to approach this, as if it were something to be attained, Nanquan 

replied, “If you try to direct yourself toward it, you will move away from 

it.” Again, this implies an enactment approach to practice, rather than 

seeking some attainment, which Nanquan clarifies as counterproductive. 

Nanquan continues, “When you reach the true Way beyond doubt, it is 

vast and open as space.”

A major predecessor for Dōgen’s teachings on meditation is the impor-

tant twelfth-century Caodong (Sōtō) master Hongzhi Zhengjue, a prolific 

writer discussed in the previous chapter. Hongzhi’s meditation teaching, 

sometimes referred to as silent or serene illumination, was a model for 

Dōgen’s zazen as enactment of awakening. One sample of Hongzhi’s clear, 

evocative articulation of his meditative praxis is:

The practice of true reality is simply to sit serenely in silent intro-

spection. When you have fathomed this you cannot be turned 

around by external causes or conditions. This empty, wide open 

mind is subtly and correctly illuminating. . . . Here you can rest and 

become clean, pure, and lucid. Bright and penetrating, you can 

immediately return, accord, and respond to deal with events.49

In a later section of this volume of his Extensive Record, Hongzhi says, 

“Sit empty of worldly anxiety, silent and bright, clear and illuminating, 
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blank and accepting, far-reaching and responsive.”50 As Dōgen would 

do in his own way a century later, Hongzhi elaborates the workings of a 

 meditation of open, responsive presence in which subtle awakened aware-

ness is enacted.

ZAZen As rituAl enActment in sōtō After dōgen

Teachings on meditation as enactment ritual continued among Dōgen’s 

successors in Japan. Keizan Jōkin (1264–1325), a third-generation succes-

sor of Dōgen, is considered the second founder of Sōtō Zen after Dōgen. 

Keizan’s manual on Zen meditation, “Zazen Yōjinki” (Writing on the Func-

tion of Mind in Zazen), begins, “Zazen just lets people illumine the mind 

and rest easy in their fundamental endowment. This is called showing the 

original face and revealing the scenery of the basic ground.”51 This resting 

in and revealing of the fundamental ground continues Dōgen’s enactment 

practice. As this text proceeds, Keizan gives extensive ritual instructions 

in when, where, and how to perform zazen, incorporating much of the 

procedural recommendations of Dōgen’s “Fukanzazengi,” while adding 

much more detail.

In the midst of these ritual instructions, Keizan also provides detail on 

how he sees zazen’s relationship to and enactment of teaching, practice, 

and realization.

Zazen is not concerned with teaching, practice, or realization, yet 

it contains these three aspects. . . . Although teaching is established 

within zen, it is not ordinary teaching; it is direct pointing, simply 

communicating the way, speaking with the whole body. . . . Although 

we speak of practice, it is practice without any doing. That is to say, 

the body doesn’t do anything, the mouth does not recite anything, 

the mind does not think anything over. . . . Though we may speak 

of realization, this is realization without realization, . . . the gate 

of illumination through which the wisdom of the realized ones 

opens up, produced by the method of practice of great ease.
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Here clearly Keizan is not espousing zazen as some technique to gain 

enlightenment, or some perfected practice or expounding, but simply is 

affirming the full endowment of realization already expressed in zazen.

This approach continues in much of later Sōtō Zen. The Sōtō scholar-

monk Menzan Zuihō (1682–1769) significantly influenced the develop-

ment of modern Sōtō Zen. Among his many writings is a long essay called 

“Jijuyū-zanmai” (The Samādhi of Self-fulfillment), in which he includes 

excerpts from many of Dōgen’s writings about meditation, including 

“Bendōwa” and “Zazenshin,” discussed above.52 Before the Dōgen selec-

tions Menzan comments briefly on many other Buddhist meditation teach-

ings. Menzan critiques the dualistic meditation of those who “aspire to 

rid themselves of delusion and to gain enlightenment; . . . This is nothing 

but creating the karma of acceptance and rejection.”53 For Menzan, on the 

other hand, “zazen is not a practice for getting rid of delusions and gain-

ing enlightenment.” Commenting on a teaching attributed to the Third 

Ancestor, Menzan adds, “If you do not make mental struggle, the darkness 

itself becomes the Self illumination of the light.” Later he says, “This is the 

culmination of the Buddha-Way and the unsurpassable samadhi which is 

continuously going beyond. For this reason all buddhas in the world of the 

ten directions . . . always dwell in zazen.”

The approach to zazen as an enactment ritual is not the only mode of 

zazen in the Zen tradition or in modern Zen. The Rinzai Zen incorpora-

tion of koan introspection into zazen has its own set of associated rituals, 

many related to private interviews with the teacher. This praxis dates back 

to the great Japanese Rinzai master Hakuin (1686–1769), contemporary 

with Menzan, and has roots back to Dahui Zonggao (1089–1163; Jpn: 

Daie Sōkō) in Song China. This koan introspection approach includes 

a curriculum that at least has the appearance of fostering attainment of 

stages of mastery of koans, and seeking to obtain dramatic experiences of 

kenshō, or “seeing into [buddha] nature.” But for Japanese Rinzai adepts, 

kenshō is not an object to acquire but a verb, the act of seeing into a situ-

ation or case, and the koan praxis includes significant ritual performative 

aspects.54
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In the West, Zen meditation traditions continue to be influential among 

a range of spiritual practitioners and contemplatives. And recently, along 

with Buddhism’s philosophical insights, Buddhist ritual practices are being 

studied more closely by religious and historical scholars. The enactment 

ritual approach to zazen may serve as a helpful antidote and be particularly 

illuminating in Western cultures dominated by materialist and consum-

erist orientations, where a bias toward acquisitiveness often colors even 

spiritual activities.



The Gateway to Repose and Joy

the rhythm of regulAr ZAZen

Sesshin means “gathering the mind,” or ”gathering the heart,” and 

refers to sitting for three, five, or seven days, or sometimes one day, in 

meditation retreat. It can be powerful and quite helpful. But while many 

find sesshin valuable, its importance may be questionable. Not everyone 

needs to do sesshin to fully benefit from this meditation practice. Having 

sat for many years, including many sesshins, I believe that sustaining a 

regular rhythm of ongoing Zen meditation through the week, just being 

present on your cushion in this body and mind, is more important long-

term in developing and unfolding our awareness.

Dongshan Liangjie (807–869; Jpn.: Tōzan Ryōkai), the founder of the 

Sōtō lineage in China and the author of “Song of the Precious Mirror 

Samādhi,” encourages achieving continuity.55 Finding a way to sustain 

a regular attention to the quality of your life and your experience really 

reaches the heart. In his instructions for zazen, Dōgen spoke of zazen as 

the gateway of repose and bliss, or “the Dharma gate of joy and ease.”56 

This may be especially difficult in the beginning, sitting for a day or two, 

or for forty minutes. What about the pain in my leg, or my shoulder? What 

about the confusion in my heart? How could it be that this practice of 

sitting upright, settling into relaxed attention to enjoying inhalation and 

exhalation, is the entryway to joyful ease?

don’t hold BAck

Just sitting focuses on not trying to get anything from our investment of 

time from showing up, but not trying to get rid of anything either. Can 
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we actually be present with this body and mind as it is, not our ideas of 

who we are, but actually be present with the physical sensation and the 

swirling thoughts that are happening on our cushion, right now? With-

out trying to get anything from it, and also not trying to get rid of it, do 

not hold back at all. Do not hold back from just being yourself, from just 

fully enjoying or engaging this present experience, whether you feel good, 

bad, or indifferent about it. This is the heart of zazen practice, at least in 

Dōgen’s tradition.

This suggestion to not hold back is expressed in Living and Dying in 

Zazen, a book about teachers in the lineage of Sawaki Kōdō Roshi, the 

teacher of Uchiyama Roshi, who was the teacher of my friend and transla-

tion collaborator Shohaku Okumura. Sodō Yokoyama, a student of Sawaki 

Kōdō, says:

Don’t spare any effort. People always hold back something when 

they make any kind of effort. When you hold something back, 

no matter what you are doing, your effort never amounts to any-

thing. You are holding back when you say “It’s no good” or “I 

can’t do it.”57

You also are holding back if you are trying to get something. If you think 

about what you are going to get out of this experience, that is just consum-

erism, or turning your experience into some kind of commodity. If you try 

to get rid of anything, that is also a kind of holding back from actually just 

being yourself. This is a practice about learning to be radically yourself, 

to be completely ordinary, to be a human being, in fact, to be the human 

being on your cushion right now. People are hindered by many unhelpful 

delusions about Buddha and Zen masters and by hoping to achieve some 

perfect, great experience. Sodō Yokoyama adds:

Śakyamuni was enlightened beyond all doubt to the fact that he 

was an ordinary person and became a buddha. Then he began to 

live the life of a buddha. When you realize your ordinariness, you 
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are a buddha, and when you are a buddha, no matter how many 

distracting ideas or irrelevant thoughts appear they are no match 

for a buddha and hence no longer remain obstacles.

In our body, in this skin bag here and now, are various sensations, aches 

and pains, tensions in our muscles, and also in this body are the swirling 

of thoughts and feelings. Your whole world is on your cushion right now. 

Can you be this ordinary person, not holding back, even a tiny bit, from 

being yourself?

The usual way we hold back is to try and get something, to think of some 

benefit that we will get in the future. Or we may think of something that 

we want to remove. If you sit for fifteen or twenty or forty minutes, every 

day or so, if you just sit and are relaxed and present and enjoy your breath-

ing, among your experiences thoughts and feelings will arise. These will 

include our human entitlement of greed, hate, and delusion, of craving, 

anger, frustration, and confusion; that is, unless you are forcing yourself 

really hard not to be the body or mind on your cushion (and there do 

exist exotic practices that you can perform to run away from yourself, for 

a while). But do not try to force away any of those thoughts and feelings. 

Just sit and be with this as this. Be with that just as that. Do not hold back 

from yourself.

the distrAction of seeking kenshō

People come to sesshin with many ideas about intensive retreats involving 

some flashy experience. Some people may think, in subtle ways, that they 

are supposed to get rid of something or to reach some special experience. 

Some branches of Zen do emphasize what is called kenshō (seeing into 

buddha nature) and stress the urgency to experience that as the point of 

intensive practice. That might be a helpful approach for some people. But 

I respectfully suggest that trying to get some particular experience in ses-

shin is wasting your time.

Such dramatic experiences do occur, and can be very inspiring, but the 
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point is to settle into a practice of actually facing ourselves in a sustain-

able manner. Our consumerist culture particularly, but also our human 

faculties of discriminating consciousness, lead us into thinking we have 

to get some benefit from our activities. People come to spiritual practice 

as well with consumerist attitudes. They want the coolest teacher, or the 

flashiest experience, or the neatest zazen. This happens on subtle levels. 

But our idea of what we think we want to get, and of what we want to get 

rid of, is not how we deepen our realization and not how we may loosen 

our attachments.

Zazen and buddha heart are much deeper than our ideas about them. 

Simply do not run away from yourself. Our society and culture offer us 

many distractions, many entertaining toys to help us run away from our-

selves, to not be present with this body-mind right now. So our practice is 

fairly radical, an entryway to true joyful ease. Just sit and be present with 

this body-mind as it is, enjoy your breathing, not trying to avoid thoughts 

and feelings, just breathe into them. Do not try to do anything with them 

either. This buddha nature is present whether or not we have some particu-

lar flashy experience of seeing into it. Suzuki Roshi, my teacher’s teacher, 

said once that you might get enlightened and not like it. Believing that 

having some flashy experience will settle things is a way of running away 

from our real responsibility. Kenshō is not the end of practice, but just an 

occasional pleasant jolt on the path.

the rAnge of ZAZen exPerience

In this practice of upright sitting, it may happen that we experience some 

realization. We can have some insight or see things in a fresh way. We are 

open to not holding on to our idea of this body and mind. It is not that 

there is no realization in the midst of sitting and just being yourself. Also 

there is the possibility of letting go. If we sit, breathing into this being, 

into these thoughts and sensations, exhaling from them, being willing 

to face all of the repulsive feelings and the thoughts about ourselves that 

we do not like, just being present with them, at some point there may be 
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transformation. Some attachments let go. But it does not happen based 

on our ideas about them. As we sit, naturally our brain notes thoughts, 

just as our ears notice sounds, and our nose scents. We do not need to 

eliminate the brain’s secretions, any more than we need to obliterate all 

ambient sound in our environment. But how can we be present without 

being pushed around by thoughts? How can Dōgen call this challenging 

practice of just being this body and mind on our cushion right now the 

gateway to peace and joy?

settling into rePose

Just being present on your cushion you are open to being who you really 

are, beyond your idea of body and mind. This present attention is a way 

of giving yourself to yourself, presenting this body and mind to yourself. 

Dōgen says that zazen is the Dharma gate of anraku. Norman Waddell uses 

the word “repose,” translating anraku as “repose and bliss.”58 I render it, 

“joyful ease.” But this English word “repose” is interesting, to re-pose or 

reposition yourself. This is to settle, to pacify yourself, to find your true 

place now. The original Chinese character an of anraku also just means 

“peace.” I actually believe that if everyone in the world just sat upright, 

breathing calmly and attentive for half an hour several times a week, maybe 

we would not need wars. That is a radical thought.

Can we be at peace with ourselves without thinking we need to get 

something else? Of course the phenomenal world is constantly chang-

ing, and we are all constantly changing. We develop attachments, we drop 

attachments, we take on new practices, and so forth. We find new ways to 

give this self to ourselves.

true rest is not PAssive

What I am suggesting as a practice is not about being passive. This is atten-

tive, calm, settled, attention to body and mind, without trying to manipu-

late or turn ourselves into yet another commodity that we are trying to 
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get something from. It is not easy to let go of that manipulative habit. 

Thinking if I could just improve this or that, we get caught and become 

commodities.

Such practice is not passively letting it all be, because you are there. Do 

not run away from yourself. Perceiving whatever comes to mind or body 

and letting it arise and pass without intervening or forming a response 

might seem to approach passivity. And yet, someone is paying attention, 

and that attention is important. It is not enough that the body and mind 

is giving rise to sensations and notes them falling away. You are present. 

Pay attention without judgments, or when making judgments, not making 

judgments about that, simply acknowledging a judgment about judgments 

without making a judgment about those judgments. Really pay attention, 

without trying to manipulate reality, without trying to get something or 

get rid of something. Just to become intimate with this experience takes 

some attention.

How can we sustain a practice of taking responsibility for this person, 

becoming friendly with ourselves? We must forgive ourselves for the fact 

that as human beings we arrived here because we have cravings and anger 

and frustrations and confusion. How can we breathe into that and pay 

attention, not trying to push it around as our human consciousness and 

culture may encourage us? How can we pay attention without being fooled? 

When truly settled and poised, we are not passive but are willing and ready 

to respond helpfully to the situation before us and even to respond more 

effectively to the suffering in our society and the world.

restful resPonsiBility

We have the ability to respond, and we must engage this responsibility. 

The bodhisattva precepts provide guidelines to how we may respond and 

how to return home to Buddha. We return home to reality, to commu-

nity, to fellowship, to friendship. How do we settle into a way of taking 

responsibility for how we see the world, acting on that, coming from a 

settling place, and forgiving ourselves for being human beings? We allow 
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ourselves to be the human being on our cushion right now. This is true 

joyful ease. From that position, we repose in that pose of zazen, and we 

find our deep rest from settling, not into our ideas and attachments, but 

into what we actually experience as we are willing to face our own body 

and mind. From that place, we can support nonharming, the first precept 

against hurting life, and we can actually bring our life to life. We can take 

responsibility and speak our truth, and we express generosity rather than 

taking what is not given.

The twelfth-century Chinese Sōtō Zen teacher Hongzhi speaks from this 

place of great rest, when he says:

Just resting is like the great ocean accepting hundreds of streams 

all absorbed into one flavor. Freely going ahead is like the great 

surging tides riding on the wind, all coming onto this shore 

together. How could they not reach into the genuine source? How 

could they not realize the great function that appears before us? 

A [Zen practitioner] follows movement and responds to changes 

in total harmony. Moreover, haven’t you yourself established the 

mind that thinks up all the illusory conditions?59

When we settle into being present with this body and mind, we see how 

we are constantly giving birth to thoughts, feelings, and sensations, and 

we can start taking responsibility for ourselves. We can become friendly 

with ourselves. This can be very challenging. Yet simply to settle in and 

find this deep peace can transform the world. This is available, not just 

in longer sittings or retreats, but is incorporated fully when we practice 

several times a week at least, supporting some regular rhythm of settling. 

Sometimes we do need some particular focus, a meditation object to help 

us settle into this possibility of joyful ease or repose and peace, or perhaps 

an intensive period of focused zazen.
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A PrActice for humAn Beings

When we really pay attention to this body and mind, we see how deeply 

we are connected with everyone and everything, right as we sit here now. 

All the people you remember are present on your cushion with you. Many 

beings and the whole world are on your cushion. If we really take care 

of ourselves, and see that we are not separate from our communities of 

people we see during the week, our family and coworkers, then our respon-

sibility is not just to ourselves because “ourself” is not just ourself. We can 

see this as a moral precept, but how we take responsibility for the precepts 

and for alleviating the suffering of all beings, including ourselves, is to see 

that we each are deeply, deeply interconnected. What happens across the 

world, in Iraq, or Africa, or South America, affects us. We can see that inter-

connection now maybe more than people did centuries ago, and we can 

respond helpfully to the whole world. If the person next to you is unhappy, 

you cannot really be totally happy yourself. Hearing someone weeping is 

helpful to remind us of the reality of suffering. We all have felt damaged 

in some way. Not turning away from who we are means being willing to 

face the sadness that is part of reality.

The more you settle into this practice, the more subtly you can perceive 

the reality of suffering. We develop the craft of attending to it. With some 

sustainable way of regularly practicing, without trying to arrange or fix or 

manipulate it, we start to become more deeply familiar with our own physi-

cal and mental habits. Reality never happens according to our expectations. 

Reality is not our little meager idea. And yet we can take responsibility for 

our efforts. When we show up and befriend ourselves, we start to see more 

subtly the ways we try to grab on to or get rid of things. But we have to 

forgive ourselves for being human beings. Zazen is a practice for human 

beings, not for some super-beings.

Most of the trouble of the world comes from people trying to get some-

thing they do not have but think will make them happy, or trying to get 

rid of something they think prevents them from being happy. Can we just 
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be content with this situation? Can we appreciate and respect ourselves 

and the world enough to be as we are? Then how do we take care of that, 

take care of all the suffering beings of the world and in our own hearts 

and minds? 

Suzuki Roshi said that our practice is constantly losing our balance 

against a background of perfect balance. That is what re-pose is about, 

to lose our balance constantly—and to return to some upright, dignified 

posture.





Part 2

Reflections on Eihei Dōgen





Reflections on Translating Dōgen

the jewel of dōgen study

Translating Dōgen, like reading Dōgen (in the original or in rea-

sonable translations), is a richly rewarding art. I am grateful to have 

been able to make a contribution to the burgeoning body of translations 

of Dōgen into English. My own study of Dōgen has been inextricably con-

nected with my practice of zazen. My first zazen instruction in New York 

City from my first teacher, Rev. Kandō Nakajima, was also my first time 

hearing a Dharma talk about Dōgen’s teaching. Something struck home. 

Since that time, more than thirty-five years ago, I have continued everyday 

zazen practice, as well as regular study of Dōgen. I feel that the two belong 

together, and the wealth of new Dōgen material in English since then has 

been very helpful.

A year or so after starting formal Sōtō Zen practice and listening to talks 

on Dōgen, I returned to school to study Japanese language and Chinese 

and Japanese history, literature, and philosophy. I did this simply to receive 

some background for more fully understanding this Dōgen person. Since 

then I have continued studying Dōgen, both academically and in prac-

tice contexts with my teacher Reb Anderson and other San Francisco Zen 

Center teachers, and later for one practice period in a Sōtō monastery in 

Japan.

dōgen’s imPAct todAy

The current interest in Dōgen comes in large part simply from the power 

of his writings as poetic, evocative texts that yield subtle philosophic truths. 
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Dōgen has become a world figure in the history of spiritual literature. His 

name now shares a place for many with such luminaries as Rumi, William 

Blake, Rilke, Tsongkhapa, Saint John of the Cross, Hildegard of Bingen, 

Śāntideva, Meister Eckhart, Nietszche, Thoreau, or whichever particular 

dozen or so names we each might choose to suggest. But Dōgen is notable 

in that he is not primarily interested in religious doctrine or literary virtue 

but rather is a dedicated meditation teacher. His focus is to encourage the 

sustaining of a specific practice tradition, that of ongoing awakening, or 

going beyond buddha.

It is ironic that Dōgen’s writing has been so meaningful to the introduc-

tion to the West of Zen (and even Buddhism generally) in the last half of 

the twentieth century. In terms of Dōgen’s importance to the historical 

development of Japanese Sōtō Zen, study of his writings was nearly insig-

nificant. Since a generation or two after Dōgen, his writings were basically 

unknown for many centuries except to a small number of Sōtō scholars 

and priests, until the popular revival and interest in Dōgen in Japan begin-

ning in the 1920s. In terms of the historical development of Japanese Sōtō 

Zen, Dōgen was much more important, firstly, for his training of a fine 

core group of dedicated and skilled Sōtō disciples and, secondly, for his 

emphasis on precepts and his introduction of the lay bodhisattva precept 

ceremony, which helped develop wide Sōtō Zen support throughout the 

Japanese countryside and is still important in modern Sōtō Zen.

And yet, the rediscovery of Dōgen’s writings and their popularity in 

translation in the West seems highly appropriate to our current situation. 

Dōgen’s writings are profound and illuminating. While often poetic and 

provocative, Dōgen’s writings also present a perspective appropriate to 

modern spiritual concerns. His writings are both challenging and some-

times deeply comforting. His radical nondualism offers a stimulating 

alternative to our sense of alienation from the surrounding “other” and to 

a consumerist culture that skillfully aims to turn our world and our lives 

into objectified commodities. His nonanthropocentric, inclusive world-

view provides a fresh spiritual context for seeing our intimate connection 

and responsibility to our environment.
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joys And chAllenges of trAnslAting dōgen

The best way I have found for myself to study Dōgen has been attempt-

ing to translate him. I have had the great privilege to work extensively on 

translations of Dōgen in collaboration both with Kazuaki Tanahashi and 

with Shohaku Okumura. With Kaz I have worked on several Shōbōgenzō 

fascicles and some of Dōgen’s poetry, and I have appreciated and learned 

from Kaz’s incisive and poetically elegant approach to expressing Dōgen’s 

essential meaning. With Shohaku I have translated “Bendōwa” (in The 

Wholehearted Way), Eihei Shingi (as Dōgen’s Pure Standards for the Zen Com-

munity), and Eihei Kōroku (as Dōgen’s Extensive Record). I have enjoyed and 

benefited from Shohaku’s careful faithfulness to Dōgen and patient inves-

tigation of his teachings. I have also had the pleasure of working with, in 

various capacities, a half dozen or so other fine Dōgen translators or schol-

ars, including Norman Waddell, Steven Heine, Carl Bielefeldt, Thomas 

Cleary, Tom Wright, Will Bodiford, and Griffith Foulk. I have learned much 

about Dōgen, and about translation, from each of them.

There are many challenges to translating Dōgen’s writings. Some of 

these are inherent in the Japanese language he uses, as well as in the Chi-

nese in which some of his works are written. Often subjects are not stated, 

pronouns are indefinite, and singular or plural is unspecified. Sometimes 

these are clear in the context of what is being said. But often the transla-

tor must make a decision about what and how much to add, just to make 

the English reasonably coherent. Not infrequently, even where a sentence 

should break is unclear in Dōgen’s original, as phrases might be read 

either in connection with the phrase before or after.

Another main issue is how to include in English the ambiguities that 

are abundantly present in Chinese and Japanese. These can arise in the 

multiple meanings of some Chinese characters and compounds, as well 

as in Dōgen’s abundant references to Buddhist teachings and Zen lore, 

along with Chinese literary classics. Usually, in the more precise English 

language, it is difficult to suggest all the overtones or nuances that exist 

in some of Dōgen’s sentences (although footnotes can help). Often the 
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 translator can clearly sense from the context Dōgen’s primary intended 

meaning, but there are instances where a multiplicity of meanings is 

clearly relevant. In such cases, occasionally, I have discovered a way in 

English to suggest the same range of ambiguities as the original— such 

are the small “victories” in translating Dōgen.

dōgen’s PlAy with lAnguAge

Dōgen is famous for his intricate play with language, turning inside-out 

conventional phrases from the sutras and koan collections to yield their 

deeper meaning. Further, many of his sentences at first may seem unnec-

essarily lengthy and complex. Indeed, at times a literal English reading 

of his Japanese style might produce something that seems childish or 

repetitious in a way that is not at all the case in the original Japanese or 

Chinese, where it is simply natural. And simplified paraphrase is often an 

injustice to Dōgen’s original. Norman Waddell told me that when he was 

studying Dōgen’s writing with Kyoto School philosopher Nishitani Keiji, 

Nishitani once took apart one of Dōgen’s long, complicated sentences to 

show that there was no other way Dōgen could have said what he wanted to 

say. Nishitani believed that all of Dōgen’s seemingly convoluted sentences 

were completely necessary to the teaching Dōgen intended.

The following two complex sentences from the “Self-fulfillment 

Samādhi” section of “Bendōwa,” an essential early work, are examples of 

Dōgen’s intricate, precise utterances that cannot casually be condensed or 

simplified into short sentences:

Therefore, this zazen person without fail drops off body and 

mind, cuts away previous tainted views and thoughts, awakens 

genuine Buddha Dharma, universally helps the buddha work 

in each place, as numerous as atoms, where buddha-tathāgatas 

teach and practice, and widely influences practitioners who are 

going beyond buddha, thereby vigorously exalting the Dharma 

that goes beyond buddha. At this time, because earth, grasses 
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and trees, fences and walls, tiles and pebbles, all things in the 

Dharma realm in ten directions, carry out buddha work, there-

fore everyone receives the benefit of wind and water movement 

caused by this functioning, and all are imperceptibly helped by 

the wondrous and incomprehensible influence of buddha to 

actualize the enlightenment at hand.60

This passage follows shortly after, and helps to amplify, one of Dōgen’s 

most radical statements, “When one displays the buddha mudra with one’s 

whole body and mind, sitting uprightly in this samādhi even for a short 

time, everything in the entire Dharma world becomes buddha mudra, 

and all space in the entire universe becomes enlightenment.” The aston-

ishing notion of space itself awakening, or becoming enlightenment, is 

elaborated in Dōgen’s careful description of the mutual, incomprehensible 

influence between the practitioner and the grasses and trees, fences and 

walls, tiles and pebbles.

ProclAiming the meAning

The primary questions while translating such passages from Dōgen are, 

“What is the Dharma here? What does Dōgen mean? Why is he saying 

this?” It is not enough to just translate the words without considering 

their spiritual meaning. But on numbers of occasions after a few hours of 

wrestling over the teaching of a particularly difficult passage, considering 

various possible meanings, I have found that upon returning to reconsider 

Dōgen’s original sentence structure, suddenly the meaning becomes clear. 

Then, of course, how to put his meaning into readable English that as accu-

rately as possible conveys the teaching Dōgen is offering, with something 

of the same feeling and tone as Dōgen, is the next part of the challenge.

I came to refer to my regular collaborative translation sessions as “Doku-

san with Dōgen” (Dokusan is the Zen practice of face-to-face teaching with 

a Dharma teacher). In encounter after encounter, Dōgen presents pro-

found nuggets, sometimes playfully twisted inside-out, that challenge both 
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understanding and response. The only appropriate response is somehow 

to clearly express Dōgen’s Dharma in English. One can only hope that the 

attempts offered will be helpful to others’ partaking of Dōgen’s insight.

I especially have come to enjoy Dōgen’s forthright style of proclaiming 

the Dharma. He does not follow what we might consider conventional 

logic, but his mind works and plays creatively in the connections he makes 

in order to express and declare the reality of awakening. In his essays in 

Shōbōgenzō, but also in the short Dharma hall discourses to his monk 

disciples in Eihei Kōroku, Dōgen interweaves connections between major 

themes, imagistic motifs, and the celebrated Chan figures upon whose 

dialogues he comments. He plays freely with this material to proclaim his 

own deeply experiential sense of the teachings and their expressions of 

wisdom and compassion.

Increasingly I appreciate Dōgen’s playfulness and joy in simply expound-

ing and expressing the Dharma, radically going beyond any dualism his 

students might be caught in. Dōgen’s teaching is also very practical. The 

point of his wisdom is to encourage expression of this awareness through-

out all our activity. In one of his short talks to his monks in Eihei Kōroku, 

Dharma hall discourse 239 from 1247, Dōgen expresses how this wisdom 

must be applied to expression in everyday activity:

Entering the water without avoiding deep-sea dragons is the cour-

age of a fisherman. Traveling the earth without avoiding tigers is 

the courage of a hunter. Facing the drawn sword before you, and 

seeing death as just like life, is the courage of a general. What is 

the courage of patch-robed monks?

After a pause Dōgen said: Spread out your bedding and sleep; 

set out your bowls and eat rice; exhale through your nostrils; 

radiate light from your eyes. Do you know there is something 

that goes beyond? With vitality, eat lots of rice and then use the 

toilet. Transcend your personal prediction of future buddhahood 

from Gautama.61



The Practice of Genjōkōan

the meAning of genjōkōAn

Perhaps the most fundamental writing of Eihei Dōgen is “Genjō-

kōan,” an essay written in 1233. As it was addressed to a lay practitio-

ner, it is particularly relevant to our practice in the West, practicing within 

the world.

The name of this essay, and of this practice, genjōkōan, comes from a 

phrase that was used in China to indicate resolving a koan, which is tra-

ditionally a teaching story from encounters between Chan teachers and 

students. However, this is not how Dōgen is using this word, and it is not 

the meaning of this term in our practice. The word genjō means “to fully 

or completely manifest,” or more loosely “to express or share.” And in this 

context kōan does not refer to these teaching stories but to the heart of the 

matter. So our practice in our sitting or when we get up from our formal 

sitting is to fully manifest, express, or share what is essential in the situ-

ation in front of us, and to do this within ourselves, together in sangha, 

and for our world as a whole. Expressing what is most essential is a very 

rich teaching.

delusion And enlightenment defined

In a passage from early in the essay, Dōgen says:

To carry your self forward and illuminate the myriad things, 

the myriad dharmas, is delusion. That the myriad things come 

forth and illuminate themselves is awakening or enlightenment. 
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Those who are greatly enlightened about delusion are buddhas. 

Those who have great delusions about enlightenment are sen-

tient beings or deluded beings. Moreover there are those who 

continue awakening beyond awakening, and those who are in 

delusion throughout delusion.62

Dōgen is defining things for us here very clearly. First, to carry your 

self forward and illuminate the myriad things is called delusion, and this 

is our normal human life. What we do in our world is to bring our selves 

forward. We experience the things of our life. We experience the teachings 

too from the context of projecting our selves forward onto them. We see 

ourselves as a subject, observing, manipulating, working with things of 

the world. We imagine the world is outside us, with a separation between 

ourselves and the world. We all have some story or idea about this self that 

we carry forward to illuminate the myriad things. Everyone could probably 

recite their address and social security number and many other things 

about this self that they are carrying forward. This is our ordinary human 

world of delusion.

On the other hand, Dōgen says enlightenment occurs when the myriad 

things come forth and illuminate themselves. As we do this practice of 

sitting and being present and aware of this process, we start to glimpse 

how the world arises with each inhalation and exhalation. The world expe-

riences itself. This is not the subject-object world. It is not that the objects 

are coming forth and experiencing me; it is not that all of the readers are 

creating this book. Actually we are all creating it together. All the myriad 

things and all the myriad teachings come forth and illuminate themselves. 

This is enlightenment in Buddhism. The world is not some object that we 

can control. The world does not belong to people; we belong to the world, 

and we are part of the world, one of the myriad things. This description 

of enlightenment is not a description of passivity. It is not that everything 

comes forth and experiences itself and that this happens out there on some 

external TV screen. We are each integral pieces of that all-togetherness. 

Everything arises right now. This is the site of enlightenment.
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However, the important point is not to think that you have to get rid of 

one and find the other. Dōgen says those who are greatly enlightened about 

delusion are buddhas, and those who have grand delusions about enlight-

enment are deluded beings. It is not that we should have some preference. 

These are both aspects of our life. We carry ourselves forward and we 

illuminate the myriad things based on this self that we have constructed. 

This is our world of delusion. Myriad things come forth and experience 

themselves, experience all things, experience our togetherness. This is 

awakening. Both sides are genjōkōan.

the Active genjōkōAn of Both delusion  
And enlightenment

“To genjōkōan,” as a verb, is to fully express our hearts, to be present in 

all aspects of our life, to bring our life to life, to allow ourselves to express 

the world, to allow the world to express ourselves. We need to “genjōkōan” 

both delusion and enlightenment.

Each of us individually and all of us together, beings seen and unseen, 

beings human and otherwise, are all completely a subset of the myriad 

things, of reality arising right now. Our practice is actually to wake up to 

our delusions. We sit upright and present, settling down into our inner 

dignity, and when we do that we see delusions everywhere. We see our 

habits of attachment and of grasping. We see our conditioned patterns of 

reaction. We see our fears and sadness and all of the aspects of our life 

in which we feel damaged or hurt. We see our own patterns of creating 

more difficulty for ourselves and for others. This all takes a while. To see 

delusion and enlightenment is easy. That can happen any time. But then 

to actually bring this fully into our life is the endless practice of studying 

ourselves, just being there as ourselves. Buddhas are greatly enlightened 

and awakened to their delusions. This is our practice.

I remember receiving my first zazen instruction, and I felt like I had 

come home. The first time I sat was wonderful, and I knew it, and I have 

done zazen every day since. Yet when we start getting into the practice of 
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sitting upright, and observe how we carry ourselves forward and impose 

and project ourselves on to things, and also as we start to see that things 

are arising together, we feel this tension and our habits of grasping, of 

aversion, and of confusion. You might feel happy when you start sitting 

and you might also feel terrible, as you were not aware that your mind was 

so actively chattering. You may have had the delusion that you are what 

you think, and that you can control your thoughts. But when you actually 

sit down and just breathe and are upright, the tapes can start rolling. Our 

practice is just to hang out there. It is not that you are supposed to fix that, 

not that you are supposed to get rid of delusion. Instead illuminate delu-

sion; study it. Become familiar and intimate with yourself. See what it is 

really like to be in this body and mind, today, with each inhalation and 

exhalation.

On the other hand, if you have a lot of delusions about enlightenment, 

that is what Dōgen calls delusion. Nevertheless these two sides are present, 

and Dōgen says there are those who continue awakening beyond awaken-

ing. In fact, buddha is always ongoingly awakening. You may have some 

glimpse of enlightenment, or you may have some deep, dramatic, flashy, 

transformative experience of awakening. But that is just the beginning, 

because we can continue awakening beyond awakening and we can be in 

delusion throughout delusion.

When you are deluded, be deluded. See delusion. Delusion is the 

genjōkōan of delusion. Seeing this, genjōkōan your delusions. See how 

you are confused. See how you are caught up in grasping and attachment, 

in aversion and trying to get rid of things. From the point of view of awak-

ening there is no difference at all between awakening and delusion. From 

the point of view of enlightenment, here we all are on the path together. 

How strange; how wonderful. Of course from the point of view of delusion, 

there is a huge difference. In delusion we actually do cause difficulty; we see 

ourselves as separate from others. We think we can manipulate the world to 

get what we want. We think it is okay to invade other countries to take back 

our oil from under their soil. We actually believe that we can manipulate 

the world to get what we want. This is delusion. Awakening is just sharing 
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this realization of togetherness, this love, this possibility of being together. 

From the point of view of delusion, there is a huge difference.

Our practice is not to get rid of one and grab hold of the other. Trying 

to grab hold of enlightenment and get rid of delusion is more delusion, a 

big delusion. We have to genjōkōan delusion and genjōkōan awakening. 

Our practice, this practice that Dōgen is recommending, is about how we 

live in the world, how we bring our life into the world, and how we share 

what is significant in our life.

fully engAging Both sides

It is important to see both sides as genjōkōan. Even after much experience 

of ongoing awakening, delusion can arise. We imagine there is something 

over there that we want to grab. We can imagine there is somebody over 

here we want to push aside. Or we can do that within ourselves in our own 

hearts, with our own body and mind. We can think that this part of me is 

wonderful but that part of me is ghastly, and thus we try to get rid of it. 

That kind of thinking is just delusion, yet that is how we think. This is a 

practice not for some fancy ideal buddha image on an altar, but for human 

beings. We are deeply deluded, living in difficult times in a troubled world. 

We are all confused and greedy, and we are all picking and choosing. This 

is the world of delusion that we live in. And yet, when all of the delusions 

arise and experience themselves, here we are, awake.

The practice of genjōkōan is about actually fully engaging both sides, 

first to see how we do have this deeply ingrained pattern of seeing our-

selves as separate from the world. Our language and way of thinking is 

determined by syntax of subject and object. We think that we are subjects 

“verbing” objects to get what we want or get rid of what we do not want. Or 

we might feel that we are objects trying not to be “verbed” by subjects out 

there. Either way, this is our world of delusion; this is how we think.

And yet, also, this other side starts to arise in us. As we are willing to just 

settle down and be present and upright, we can see that we are all breathing 

together. The myriad things arise. This is our world too. Do not try and get 
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rid of one and grab a hold of the other. Just to dance in this dynamic tension 

of delusion and awakening is our life; this is how we express ourselves. We 

can share our deepest wholesomeness with the world, not turning away 

from either side. Of course it is important to see the difference, to become 

intimate with this whole process and try not to cause harm, not to make 

problems for one’s self or for others.

studying the self

In “Genjōkōan,” Dōgen also talks about studying the Buddha Way and 

studying the self. He says:

To study the Buddha Way is to study the self. To study the self is 

to forget the self. To forget the self is to be actualized by myriad 

things. When actualized by myriad things, body and mind as well 

as the body and mind of others drop away. 

Often Zen students, when they hear, “To study the Buddha Way is to 

study the self. To study the self is to forget the self,” think they are supposed 

to forget the self. But actually our practice is just to study the self. Study-

ing the self is already exactly forgetting the self. Our practice is just to be 

the person on our cushion right now in this body and mind. Really, fully 

just genjōkōan this person here. Look at the delusion and the awakening 

happening as you sit. Doing that is exactly forgetting the self.

This study of the self is not about psychologically analyzing our self. 

That might be part of it, and psychology and psychotherapy can be com-

plimentary and helpful to Zen students, but the practice that we do, sitting 

upright, observing this body and mind from within our body and mind, 

not from some idea of it, goes much deeper than just our psychological 

analyses. It may include those, but it is about how to actually be present in 

this body and mind, a yogic practice to really feel our presence physically. 

This is our work. This is the ongoing awakening beyond awakening.
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something is missing

Another couple sentences later on in “Genjōkōan” fully express some-

thing very important. These two sentences have always struck me as 

strange and somewhat paradoxical. I have been chewing on them for 

thirty years, and they are worthy of remembering, considering, and sitting 

with. Dōgen says:

When Dharma does not fill your whole body and mind, you think 

it is already sufficient. When Dharma fills your whole body and 

mind, you understand that something is missing. 

The line “When Dharma fills your whole body and mind, you realize that 

something is missing” goes very deep. The first Noble Truth of suffering or 

unsatisfactoriness says that things are a little out of alignment, at least. It 

is all right when you think that your practice is okay just as it is. It means 

the Dharma is not yet filling your body and mind, but still, if that is what 

is happening, if you think it is fine as it is, please enjoy that. But please 

hear Dōgen saying that when Dharma fills your whole body and mind, 

when the teaching and reality occupies you, expresses you, and arises in 

you completely, then you realize something is missing. The reality of our 

life and of the world is that there is this lack. You may feel it in yourself but 

it is not just you. You might feel that you are the only one who feels some 

lack, but actually this is our situation as human beings and as buddhas. 

Something is missing.

The phenomenal world manifests in many particular ways. Each breath 

is unique. You may all be very experienced in inhaling, and in exhaling, 

as we share this air together. And yet every single inhalation and every 

single exhalation is completely unique. Even while we create this teaching 

together in each moment, the situation is changing. Everything is flowing. 

Who you are is shifting even though you might still remember your social 

security number. Reality is alive, dynamic, and flowing in all directions. 

When we really settle into being willing to be this person, we can realize 
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that many things are possible and also that there are many limitations. We 

should not get rid of our limitations, but right in our limitations, right in 

this particular situation of the body and mind sitting on your chair right 

now, many things are possible. Many things also may not be possible, but 

something is missing and actually it is very fortunate that something is 

missing. If you truly were complete right now, there would be nothing else 

to do. You would not have to take another breath. But the reality is that 

each breath you take, whether you are aware and enjoying your inhalations 

and exhalations or not, is completely necessary. If you do not take another 

inhalation you never will take other inhalations in the future. And every 

inhalation you ever took in the past is absolutely necessary to this next 

one. This is how our ongoing awakening works. In each situation we still, 

afresh, must genjōkōan, must find our way of expressing and sharing what 

is important. There is an old saying that Śākyamuni Buddha only got fifty 

percent. Something is missing.

Another way to see this is in terms of the precepts. Because something 

is missing, because we are indeed alive, we need guidance in how to take 

care of our lives together, how to be kind to each other, how to see our 

limitations, and how to realize our mistakes and hopefully not make the 

same mistake too many times. We can see that there is something miss-

ing. Something more can be present. There is a limitation, but also other 

possibilities. Our practice of genjōkōan is just to find how to more and 

more fully express and share our caring and our love in the world. Meeting 

each situation, new possibilities and fresh challenges arise. In the middle 

of delusion and in the middle of enlightenment, we more fully express, 

share, and manifest our genjōkōaning, our caring, our expression of loving 

and receiving love in this troubled world, in the troubled world of our own 

hearts that are still grasping in delusion. We also manifest our genjōkōan 

in the troubled world of whatever sangha or community we are in, with the 

inevitable limitations that happen when particular examples of delusion 

and awakening rub up against each other. In our world at large, how do 

we share our caring with the world?



Practicing the Awesome Presence  
of Active Buddhas

whAt Are Active BuddhAs?

Kaz Tanahashi and I translated an essay from Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō 

called “Gyōbutsu Īgi,” translating the title as “The Awesome Presence 

of Active Buddhas.”63 Gyōbutsu are active or practicing buddhas, and īgi 

could be translated as “dignified manner.” This gyō has many meanings. 

Literally it means “active” or “practicing”; it is one of the characters in the 

usual word for practice, shugyō. It also means “to walk” and implies per-

forming. So this essay is about buddhas who are performing buddhas’ work 

in the world, actual buddhas who are active. Gyō also means “ conduct.”

In the essay, Dōgen begins by talking about all the things that active 

buddhas are not. He mentions other categories of buddhas, bliss-body bud-

dhas, incarnate buddhas, buddhas who acquire enlightenment, or buddhas 

who are fundamentally enlightened, and he says that active buddhas are 

not any of those. They are just lively buddhas.

In a story in the Lotus Sutra, ancient bodhisattvas in the open space 

beneath the earth spring forth from under the ground as needed to make 

offerings to Buddha and to help beings.64 These ancient bodhisattvas are 

under our seats and ready to spring forth to help. The four leaders of 

these bodhisattvas all have this character gyō as part of their names. This 

gyō implies the activity of these bodhisattvas as buddhas in the world. We 

could also say gyōbutsu is “expressive buddha,” the buddha who expresses 

himself or herself in the world in our lives. Gyōbutsu do performance art. 

How do we perform buddha in the world? Gyōbutsu are not static or dull, 

but lively, vital buddhas. This is buddha as responsive, and sustainable, 
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buddha going beyond buddha. Active buddhas are buddhas who express 

buddha in a sustainable way in the world, as a renewable resource. How 

do we renew this awakened awareness every day, every breath?

dignified Presence

The second half of the title, “Īgi,” is in some ways more mysterious, more 

complicated. We can misunderstand it easily. Kaz and I translated it as 

“awesome presence.” But it also means “dignified presence,” “decorum,” 

even “etiquette.” What is the form, the īgi, with which active buddhas 

express themselves? Īgi implies inner dignity, inspiring presence, the atti-

tude or manners that inspire us to find our own īgi. We have external 

forms in Zen, including bowing, chanting, or simply how we stand in the 

meditation hall, all helpful in finding our presence. But īgi is really about 

our inner posture, which we form and learn in zazen, returning again and 

again to this possibility of sitting upright and finding our inner dignity. 

This īgi is not about becoming stern and formal. It is not about being aloof 

and beyond the world, but it is right in the middle of our world. Īgi is not 

about being correct, right as opposed to wrong. How do we bring īgi to 

life? How do we find our own inner dignity and vitality?

Dōgen tells us many things gyōbutsu is not, but he does not, I believe, 

do enough of the same for īgi. This īgi is a problem for us. Perhaps Emily 

Post was a Zen master, but etiquette is part of Western culture that many 

people might see as stiff or uptight. In Zen we have many forms. By doing 

prostrations, bowing, and sitting upright in a sustainable manner, we start 

to connect with this inner dignity and respectfulness, this inspiring awe-

some presence.

One of the unhelpful approaches to Zen that is available in America 

takes these Zen forms and tries to perform them perfectly. Among the 

different branches of Sōtō Zen in twentieth-century Japan, one style or 

branch emphasizes beauty, doing the forms beautifully to find one’s inner 

presence. But at heart this is not the approach of Zen zombies, working to 

follow the forms perfectly as if that were the main purpose of practice. This 
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īgi is not about repressing or getting rid of all feelings; it is about discover-

ing, as we will see Dōgen says, “the home village of the self.” One must 

deeply enter this practice and find oneself, explore how this body and mind 

right now takes on this expressive presence. This is not accomplished 

simply by copying external forms. One uses the outer forms to find one’s 

inner dignity. They are like a trellis made of straight lines upon which the 

twisting vines of our true life can flourish.

Another nonhelpful approach is “lobotomy Zen”—thinking that in Zen 

practice just getting rid of all your thoughts is enlightenment. Do not fall 

for that one either. What is this mysterious inner dignity and awesome 

inspiring presence that is already on your cushion right now? It cannot be 

found by going out and buying a six-pack of īgi. It involves finding what 

is already somehow present, this inner inspired awakened, responsive, 

caring īgi. Bob Dylan has a song about īgi, called “Dignity,” in which he 

sings, “Someone showed me a picture and I just laughed, Dignity never 

been photographed.”65 Dignity is not about the outer forms, and yet we 

use the outer forms. These active buddhas are performing in the world 

in many contexts and expressing this, each in his or her own way. Each of 

us has our own particular way of expressing the awakening heart/mind 

and inner dignity and presence on our seat right now. It takes a while, 

and actually it is endless, to find that dignity and allow it to open up and 

blossom in our lives.

no wAiting for BuddhA

One of the first things that Dōgen says in “Gyōbutsu Īgi” is “Know that bud-

dhas in the Buddha Way do not wait for awakening.” This practice is not 

some method by which, if you log enough cushion hours, or read enough 

Zen texts or sutras, or make enough prostrations, then eventually in the 

future something called awakening will appear. Buddhas do not think like 

that. They do not wait for awakening. The actual active, lively, performing 

buddhas know that awakening does not happen later as a result of spiritual 

practice. Practice is not about getting something later. This is a very central 
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teaching of Dōgen, the oneness of practice and enlightenment. There is 

no enlightenment that is not practiced. When Śākyamuni Buddha had his 

big enlightenment he did not stop practicing. That was just the beginning 

of his practice, and he continued to sit in meditation every day. Enlighten-

ment, if it truly is enlightenment, needs to be expressed, needs to be per-

formed in the world. One way we do that is through zazen. Furthermore, 

practice is not really practice unless it is the expression of awakening. Even 

if you attend a Zen temple for the first time, just showing up to hear about 

practice proves that already, whether you know it or not, there is already 

awakening happening somehow around your body and mind. Of course, 

this develops and unfolds. But this practice, the engagement with the outer 

and inner forms of dignity and awesome presence, is an expression of 

awakening. Practice and awakening are not separate at all.

This is why Dōgen says that buddhas in the Buddha Way, which means 

active buddhas, do not wait for awakening. Awakening is not just some 

flashy experience. It happens sometimes that things drop away. These 

dramatic opening experiences are fine, but that is not what is emphasized 

by Dōgen. Just to sustain and renew the actual practice and engagement 

of awesome dignified manner is the point. In another writing, Dōgen 

describes how not just practice and enlightenment are one, but practice, 

enlightenment, and expounding the Dharma are one.66 There is no true 

practice that is not an expression of enlightenment, and there is no enlight-

enment that is not an expression of practice, and there is no expounding 

of the Dharma that’s not the practice of enlightenment. They all happen 

together. Dōgen states later in “The Awesome Presence of Active Bud-

dhas” that buddhas also just sit and listen to the Dharma. Expounding the 

Dharma from a seat up in the front of the hall is not superior to listening 

to the Dharma in the moment it arrives on your seat.

the vitAl Process on the PAth of going Beyond

After saying that all buddhas in the Buddha Way do not wait for awaken-

ing, Dōgen offers one of my favorite lines in all of his writing, which I 
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have recommended people memorize. “Active buddhas alone fully experi-

ence the vital process on the path of going beyond buddha.” Our practice 

is just to fully experience this, not to understand it. He talks later about 

the impossibility of understanding this in a linear manner. This practice, 

awakening, and expounding of reality is a vital, dynamic, organic process, 

an alchemical process. It cannot be fabricated or manufactured. We cannot 

usually track it. Sometimes we may have a period of zazen where we feel 

very groggy and sleepy and think that was bad zazen, or we have a period 

of zazen where we feel very clear and think that was good zazen, but those 

are just our limited human calculations and judgment. We cannot know 

and grasp how this organic, alchemical, vital process is happening. We sit 

in the cauldron of the forms and structures and guideposts of the buddhas 

and ancestors, going back twenty-five hundred years and actually much 

more. So just surrendering to this organic path, allowing this dynamic 

active buddha to take form, is this vital process.

There is a path, an endless path. And congratulations for finding it! 

This path has its own organic dynamic process, which is the path of going 

beyond buddha. This is the path of living, vital, lively buddhas. Buddha 

cannot be a dead buddha. How do we bring buddha to life in our world with 

all its problems? “Going beyond buddha” is a common phrase in Dōgen’s 

writings, indicating the ongoing nature of awakening and of the active or 

practicing buddhas’ conduct. For Dōgen, buddhahood is not some one-

time attainment to be cherished thereafter, but an ongoing vital process, 

requiring continued reawakening. The historical Śakyamuni Buddha and 

all the other many buddhas do not stop practicing and they do not stop 

awakening. The only real buddha is a buddha going beyond buddha, this 

ongoing sustainable, renewable resource of buddha.

Just fully experience the vital process. This dynamic, vital, alchemical 

process involves opening up to our feelings, to the first Noble Truth of the 

pain of the world, the sorrow of the world, the cruelty, loss, wars, and injus-

tice, the truth of old age, sickness, and death. On the path of going beyond 

buddha sometimes this dynamic vital process does not feel so good. But we 

have to fully experience it and learn to trust that we are on this path, and 
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feel what we are feeling, including feeling the sadness. Again, this īgi is 

not about being a Zen zombie. I often recommend as a mantra, even to use 

during zazen, Bob Dylan’s mantra: “How does it feel?”67 Just feel what you 

are feeling as you meditate. This is the vital process of finding your own 

way of expressing buddha, this inner dignity, this awesome presence, and 

that is not too small a word nor too big a word. Feel sadness when you feel 

sad; feel anger when you feel angry, not holding on to it and not turning it 

into grudge and revenge. Feel fear when you feel fear. It is very important 

these days not to be afraid of feeling fear and of being afraid. This is all part 

of this active process of expressing the active buddha on your seat. This 

dignified presence is how we express bodhisattva precepts.

working BuddhAs And meAningful PrActice

Dōgen says, “Because active buddhas manifest awesome presence in every 

situation, they bring forth awesome presence with their body.” This is not 

some theoretical abstraction, but something we actually do. Of course it is 

not separate from our mind. But this is a physical practice engaging the 

world. Dōgen then says, “Thus, their transformative function flows out in 

their speech, reaching throughout time, space, buddhas, and activities.” 

We are sitting in the middle of the transformative function of the work-

ings of buddhas. Everything is being transformed, digested, and spit out 

in each moment. Each moment there is this transformation. Everything is 

alive and changing, far beyond what we can see, hear, smell, taste, touch, 

or think with our limited human apparatus. And yet it depends on us. This 

transformative function happens because of your dignified presence, with 

all beings together, right now, today.

It is very important that there is a transformative function and that 

it flows out in speech, I would say also in body and mind, and reaches 

throughout time, throughout all the times. We can transform the past, and 

its meaning, just by how we see it now. This work also reaches throughout 

space. Your zazen is not just what happens where you are. This vital pro-

cess of your own inner dignity reaches throughout time, space, buddhas, 
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and activities. This transformative process functions when we set ourselves 

down on the path, taking care of our everyday activities and our relation-

ships in our work life and with our families. This transformative function 

flows forth from this lively buddha and her dignified, inspiring presence.

Suzuki Roshi talks about nongaining mind. Hearing that, we may mis-

understand and think we should not get anything out of the practice. We 

do not try to get something specific from this practice, because if we have 

some outcome we want to get, that is just consumer Zen, just trying to 

acquire more goodies. But our practice is not meaningless or purpose-

less. We have bodhisattva precepts to guide us in how this transformative 

function works. It does work. I know this, having seen it in myself and in 

many other people. But it takes time. This mysterious, organic, alchemi-

cal process happens with its own lawfulness, not according to our limited 

human conceptions. 

everydAy Activities PrActice

In another passage Dōgen says, “Although the everyday activities of active 

buddhas invariably allow buddhas to practice, active buddhas allow every-

day activities to practice.” What does Dōgen mean that buddhas allow 

everyday activities to practice? The traditional Zen forms in the zendo and 

the sangha provide a structure in which to find our practice heart. But even 

when you are doing laundry, taking out the trash, or at the grocery store, 

these activities give you an opportunity to perform expressive, sustainable 

buddha work. Maybe you can get a taste of that driving down the street, 

for example. You have a chance to see yourself, to express kindness, maybe 

not to get upset at someone driving foolishly, but give him enough space. 

How can you allow washing the dishes or walking down the street to be 

this awesome, inspiring presence? How can you allow the exchange with 

the cashier at the grocery store, not just you or her, but the whole activity, 

to be active presence? That is the challenge Dōgen offers us.

There is a kind of craft involved. If you take on this practice in an every-

day kind of way, offer the everyday activities of your life to practice, and take 
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advantage of the opportunities of the situation of this world with all of its 

difficulties, sadness, and all its frustrations and confusion, then you can 

bring alive your life and its everyday activities. This transformative func-

tion will not fix the world according to our ideas of what it should be, but 

our ideas of what it should be are also part of the transformative function. 

Birds sing; people drink tea. The world is in the midst of transformation 

right now, as is your body and mind and heart.

letting go Amid mud And wAter

Dōgen says:

This is to abandon your body for Dharma, to abandon Dharma for 

your body. This is to give up holding back your life, to hold on fully 

to your life. The awesome presence not only lets go of Dharma for 

the sake of the Dharma, but also lets go of Dharma for the sake of 

mind. Do not forget that this letting go is immeasurable. 

This dynamic, active process requires letting go. Zazen teaches us about 

letting go, letting go of the pain in the knees or wherever, and letting go of 

some encrusted holding on you do with some pain in your heart, allowing 

it to open up. This is letting go of holding back from your life. We have 

so many reasons and encouragements to hold back, to get distracted by 

all the sophisticated entertainments that our culture provides us, and to 

retreat from living our life. Dōgen says give up holding back your life so as 

to hold on fully to your life. Actually hold on fully to the experience of lively 

buddha, awakened vitality, inspiring presence, responding to the situation 

of your friends and family, responding to the pain in your own heart or the 

fear in your own body. How can we give up holding back our life? How do 

we give up holding back our engagement in this vital process so as to hold 

on fully to our life? “Do not forget that this letting go is immeasurable.”

Continuing a little further, Dōgen says, “Who would regard this appa-

rition of blossoms in the sky as taking up a mistake and settling in with 
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a mistake?” Can you do that in the midst of the flowers falling from the 

sky, falling from the roof, and falling from the floor right now? “Stepping 

forward misses, stepping backward misses, taking one step misses, taking 

two steps misses, and so there are mistakes upon mistakes.” Performing 

this transformative function, enacting this awesome dignified presence, is 

simply mistake upon mistake. We are actually alive in this vital process.

“You should thoroughly understand that in the awesome presence, and 

in the presence of awe, the great way is wide open.” We can actually enact 

this presence and openness in this world, and sometimes it hurts. Just 

because we are living in the world of the majestic presence and dignity 

of practicing buddhas does not mean that there are no tragedies, sad-

ness, loss, confusion, frustration, craving, anger, wars, and corruption. 

That is exactly where we practice. And because of such practice, the awe-

some presence of active buddhas right now is beyond obstruction. “Totally 

encompassed by buddhas,” Dōgen says, “active buddhas are free from 

obstruction as they penetrate the vital path of being splattered by mud 

and soaked in water.”

We do not engage this practice in some beautiful, ethereal, heavenly, 

mountaintop realm. Right in the middle of the mud and water we practice 

dignified presence and engage the transformative function, and so we can 

make a big difference. Your practice is very important and does make a 

difference in the world, just by your kindness, thoughtfulness, awareness, 

and consideration. Right now, this year, is very important to the whole 

history of the future of the human species. We are living in one of those 

very pivotal times. Pay attention and do not be afraid to be afraid; do not 

be afraid to speak your truth. We are completely in the mud and water. 

Take on this wonderful opportunity. Please enjoy the mud and water, but 

do not imagine that it is not mud and water. Out of this mud and water 

the lotus grows.

In this essay Dōgen further says, “The teaching of birth and death, body 

and mind, is the circle of the way, and is actualized at once. Thoroughly 

practicing, thoroughly clarifying, it is not forced.” There is some effort 

involved in sitting upright for forty minutes, and there is some effort 



84     zen questions   

involved in showing up. Some effort is involved in being yourself, but it is 

not forced when we practice this dignified presence. You do not have to be 

somebody other than who you are, reach some higher state of conscious-

ness, or higher state of being. You do not have to crawl through the desert 

on your knees. You just have to be who you are and express the dignified 

presence of the awareness and awakening that brought you here.

Dōgen adds, “It is just like recognizing the shadow of deluded thought 

and turning the light to shine within.” Study your delusions without turn-

ing away from the shadows. This is what buddhas do. Deluded people have 

delusions about enlightenment and buddhas. Practicing buddhas, active 

buddhas, actually are awakened about their delusions. Do not be afraid of 

your fear or your craziness. Perhaps it is not possible to be truly sane in 

this corrupt, crazed society. Studying their own difficulties is the digni-

fied presence of active buddhas that buddhas perform. “Recognizing the 

shadow of deluded thought and then turning the light to shine within” is 

the basic zazen instruction. As Dōgen says in his “Fukanzazengi,” “Take 

the backward step that turns the light and shines it inward.”68 Do not try 

to run away from yourself, or become somebody other than the person on 

your seat right now. Everything you need is right here, now, in this skin 

bag. Willing to be the person you are, face the wall of your self. This is the 

practice of active buddhas.

clArity Beyond clArity

Dōgen says, “Thoroughly practicing, thoroughly clarifying, it is not forced, 

it is just like recognizing the shadow of deluded thought and turning the 

light to shine within. The clarity of clarity beyond clarity prevails in the 

activity of buddhas. This is totally surrendering to practice.” What is this 

clarity of clarity beyond clarity, which prevails in the activity of buddhas?

Each of you has your own special gifts, talents, and interests, and you 

may have sophisticated understandings about these. But this practice, this 

awesome dignified presence, is about finding the clarity of clarity beyond 

clarity, the understanding beyond understanding. Anything I say about this 
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will be a mistake. I trust that as active buddhas reading about the Dharma, 

you will find your way to use this, even though each of my words is a mis-

take upon a mistake. There is a clarity that is beyond your idea of clarity. 

“Clarity” in Dōgen’s passage above could be translated as “understanding.” 

The same character also means “brightness,” so it is the brilliance of your 

brilliance beyond brilliance, the understanding that goes beyond anything 

we can understand. Many things are happening right here where you are 

reading that you will never see or hear or understand.

Do not imagine that reality is simply what you think it is. This is not 

just some ancient Eastern inscrutable mystical philosophy. According to 

modern physics and string theory there are dimensions of reality hap-

pening all around us of which we are not aware. And yet there is a clarity 

beyond clarity, the true clarity for active buddhas. There is a clarity that 

might perhaps be called faith. But it is not faith in something outside. It 

is not faith in self-power or something inside, either. It is not about any 

belief system but about actually being the dignified presence you are right 

now, right here.

Even though we cannot understand, see, or hear it, we have some rela-

tionship to this clarity. In some way we can fully experience it, even though 

it is far beyond our experience. This clarity of clarity beyond clarity prevails. 

Dōgen adds some other sayings that point to it, other fingers pointing to 

the moon. He continues, “To understand the principle of total surren-

dering, you should thoroughly investigate mind. In the steadfastness of 

thorough investigation, all phenomena are the unadorned clarity of mind.” 

Every single thing that happens is intimately related to your mind/heart. 

the home villAge of the self And the mountAin  
sPirit reAlm

Dōgen also says, “You know and understand that the three realms of 

desire, form, and formlessness are merely elaborate divisions of mind. 

Although your knowing and understanding are part of all phenomena, 

you  actualize the home village of the self.” It is not that you should get 
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rid of your understanding and your intellectual knowledge. It is fine to 

work on trying to understand more, but that is not the clarity beyond clar-

ity. However, it is still a part of all phenomena, a little piece of the clarity 

beyond clarity. You do not need to get rid of your thinking in zazen, or any 

other time. Your thinking is just your thinking, just like the bird singing 

is just the bird singing. Just allow your thinking to be your thinking, allow 

your bowing to be your bowing, allow your posture to be the dignified 

presence of your posture, as you realize that although your knowing and 

understanding are part of all phenomena, really you are “actualizing the 

home village of the self. This is no other than your everyday activity. This 

being so, the continuous effort to grasp the point in phrases and to seek 

eloquence beyond words is to take hold beyond taking hold, and to let go 

beyond letting go.”

Where is your home village, this home village of the self? The home 

village of the self is not about your small ego self. But it is not separate 

from that either; that is included. All phenomena are the unadorned clarity 

of mind. To let go beyond letting go and actualize the home village of the 

self is simply another way of saying to take refuge in Buddha. Return to 

the home village of the self, the ordinary simple activities of taking out the 

trash, doing the laundry, washing the dishes. Take good care of the home 

village of the self.

This reminds me of a saying in one of my favorite koans in the Blue Cliff 

Record collection, case 61. In the main case, a teacher asks, “Are there any 

patch-robed monks who can live together and die together?” In his com-

mentary Yuanwu says, “He has his own mountain spirit realm.”69 Realizing 

that you have your own mountain spirit realm, you actualize the home 

village of the self. This is exactly the clarity of clarity beyond clarity. Settle 

in there. Find your own way to be at home in this home village of the self. 

Express the dignified presence of completely inhabiting the home village of 

the self, in your own mountain spirit realm. Take on working in the mud 

and water of the home village of the self.

Another old Zen saying goes, “The ride home always seems shorter.” 

This home village of the self is very close to the mountain spirit realm. The 
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ride home always seems shorter, very close. Turn the light to shine within. 

All these fancy Zen words are about something that is very close, so close 

that you cannot see it. It is like trying to see your own eyeballs. Find your 

own home in the home village of yourself. Sit upright. Just take the next 

breath. Thoroughly practicing, thoroughly clarifying, it is not forced. And 

yet it depends completely on you.





Expressing the Dream within the Dream

overturning conventions

One of Dōgen’s colorful essays from Shōbōgenzō, which I translated 

with Kaz Tanahashi, is called “Muchū Setsumu,” or in English, 

“Within a Dream Expressing the Dream.”70 This essay provides a charac-

teristic example of how Dōgen plays with and turns inside out conventional 

understandings, certainly from worldly society, but also conventional under-

standings within Buddhism. Usually in Buddhism dreams are understood 

as the opposite of awakening. Buddhism is the study of awakening; how 

we wake up to this nature of wisdom and kindness and awareness that is 

always present, but because of our dream-like conditioned mind and our 

habits of grasping and attachment we do not recognize it. Awakening is to 

actually be present and see this reality. Usually in Buddhist language and 

discourse there is this opposition of awakening to dreams. In this writing 

Dōgen completely turns that inside out.

jAPAnese dreAm AwAreness

Another context is that in medieval Japan generally and medieval Japanese 

Buddhism especially, dreams were considered important. In both medi-

eval China and Japan often bodhisattva figures, the great enlightening 

beings, appeared to people in dreams. One of Dōgen’s important suc-

cessors three generations later, Keizan Jōkin (1264–1325), is considered 

the second founder of Sōtō Zen in Japan, and Keizan’s grandmother was 

a close student of Dōgen. Keizan respected dreams quite a bit, using 
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them to help decide where to build his temples and how to conduct his 

practice.71

Medieval Japanese had the idea of a continuum of awakening. Now we 

also say that the practice of awakening is not just about what happens 

in our formal upright sitting meditation. Zazen also happens in how we 

bring the awareness that we taste in zazen into our everyday activity and 

interactions, and our work in the world. We recognize a continuum of 

practice, and there actually is traditional guidance for how to practice even 

while sleeping. In the monastic monks’ hall one sleeps on one’s right side, 

head facing toward the Buddha. This goes back to the Buddha’s death or 

parinirvān. a, which is depicted with the image of him lying on his right side. 

There are also biological and anatomical reasons why this sleeping posture 

is considered healthy, in terms of pressure on organs. When we get deeper 

into this engagement with awakening, we find a sense of a continuum of 

awareness within our mind. Awakening is not just one experience or state. 

This continuum of awareness is one context for this Shōbōgenzō essay, 

“Within a Dream Expressing the Dream.”

BuddhAs Precede creAtion

Dōgen begins indirectly, as he does in many of his Shōbōgenzō essays, by 

proclaiming some fundamental background first, and then he returns to 

a main theme. He begins, “The path of all buddhas and ancestors arises 

before the first forms emerge.” This path and its process of awakening 

followed by the Buddha and ancestors arise before the first forms emerge, 

so they are not a function of the creations of this world. “It cannot be 

spoken of in terms of conventional views. This being so,” Dōgen says, “in 

the realm of buddha ancestors there is the active power of buddhas going 

beyond buddhas.” This phrase, “going beyond buddha,” is a definition of 

Buddha for Dōgen, and one of his basic teachings. Buddha is the one going 

beyond buddha ongoingly; awakening is not something that happens just 

once. The purpose is to gain not some dramatic or even nondramatic expe-

rience of awakening but this sustainable, ongoing “buddha going beyond 
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buddha.” Buddhas do not hold on to the buddha they may have realized 

or expressed yesterday or today or in the middle of zazen a little while ago. 

Dōgen speaks frequently about this going beyond.

This idea of going beyond is a basic context for Dōgen talking about 

dreams and their expression. Dōgen is not primarily interested in our 

reaching some experience or understanding, but he is interested in how we 

express this awakening. How do we make it real, how do we actualize it in 

our world? In “Within a Dream Expressing the Dream” Dōgen continues, 

“Thus the Dharma wheel has been set to turn since before the first sign of 

forms emerged.” In the undergraduate introduction to Buddhism course 

I teach, students often ask: where is God in Buddhism? The idea of God 

as the Creator so central to Western religion is simply not relevant in Bud-

dhism. Without making any judgments about any particular perspective, 

I simply note that Dōgen says the Buddha’s Dharma wheel has been set 

to turn since before the first forms emerged, before any creation of this 

world. This teaching of awakening is more fundamental than the array of 

forms in this universe and world. But the point is, how do we express it 

in this world?

Dōgen continues, “The great merit needs no reward, and becomes the 

guidepost for all ages.” The bodhisattva precepts are part of our basic prac-

tice and teaching and become this great merit. It needs no reward. We do 

not need to gain any personal benefit, which would actually diminish the 

merit and its practice, instead of it becoming a guidepost for all ages. What 

are appropriate standards, not from our conventional way of thinking, but 

from awakening? We can observe key criteria based on bodhisattva precepts 

such as supporting life rather than harming, speaking truth, and benefit-

ing all beings. This standard is exceedingly radical in our age, and perhaps 

in all ages, but this is the dream that we have been given to express.

the site for exPressing dreAms

Then Dōgen proceeds to get to the heart, saying, “Within a dream, this is 

the dream you express. Because awakening is seen within awakening, the 
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dream is expressed within a dream.” He adds, “The place where the dream 

is expressed within a dream is the land and the assembly of the buddha 

ancestors.” From the usual Buddhist viewpoint this is highly radical and 

controversial, topsy-turvy. But Dōgen is going very deep here, as he does 

when he turns language and usual ways of thinking inside out. He claims 

that the buddha land and the assembly of the buddha ancestors is the place 

where the dream is expressed within a dream, not where delusory dreams 

are discarded or transcended.

He continues, “The buddhas’ lands and their assemblies, the ancestors’ 

way and their seats, are awakening throughout awakening, and express the 

dream within a dream.” We have our particular dream and world with all of 

its problems. We have this dream of our own lives, each of us in our place. 

Is it derogatory to call this a dream? From the point of view of awakening it 

is just confessing our true situation, that we are human beings with attrac-

tions and aversion, with thoughts and feelings, with images or song lyrics 

or laundry lists, or whatever thoughts and feelings were floating through 

your heads along with reading the last paragraph. This is the dream we are 

in. What Dōgen emphasizes is expression. How do we express this dream 

within a dream? This Chinese character, setsumu in Japanese, which I 

translate as “express,” could also be translated as “explain” or “expound” 

or “disclose.”

How is it that each of us express, expound, or disclose this dream within 

a dream, here where we are? This is how Dōgen explores our practice, 

a provocative and helpful approach. The expressive quality of our prac-

tice pervades our everyday activity through various modes of expression, 

through music, art, athletic endeavors, helping others, listening to others, 

parenting, and through various organizational activities, we are expressing 

this dream within a dream. We are expressing, or rather awakening itself 

is expressing, the dream within a dream.

In “Genjōkōan,” one of Dōgen’s fundamental writings, he talks about 

being in awakening within awakening and being in delusions within delu-

sion. It is not a matter of awakening as opposed to a dream. We awaken 

within a dream. This logic is fundamental to bodhisattva Buddhism. Early 
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Buddhists saw that we are in samsāra, we suffer. Through our grasping, 

through our desires, through our fundamental affliction of ignorance, we 

create a world of suffering. We grasp at things. We are not quite satisfied 

with all the wonders of the world. We want more. Or we want to get rid of 

some things that are unpleasant. We are beset with this dis-ease. This is 

the nature of this dream that we are all in, and the Buddha realized this. 

So he talked about samsāra and nirvān. a. Samsāra is this cycle of birth and 

death, which happens lifetime after lifetime, and also occurs day after day, 

problem after problem, maybe job after job, relationship after relationship, 

city after city. We move around in this world of change, in this world where 

we are trying, sometimes in very wholesome ways, to make things better. 

There is nothing wrong with that. In early Buddhism the ideal of escape 

from this rat-race was seen through nirvān. a as cessation, actually extin-

guishing all desires, all preferences, purifying ourselves of all discontent. 

And that is one way to be rid of suffering. But in the bodhisattva way one 

willingly returns again and again into this world of suffering, and all the 

problems we have in our lives and in our society, and tries to help. How 

do we express this dream within the dream, how do we make it real, as a 

dream? This is what buddhas do.

exPressive grAsses Are not dreAmy

Dōgen adds, “Every dew drop manifested in every realm is a dream.” Any-

thing you can think of is a dream; any form you see is a dream.

“This dream is the glowing clarity of the hundred grasses. . . . At this 

time, there are dream grasses, grasses within, expressive grasses, and so 

on. When we study this, then roots, stems, branches, leaves, flowers, and 

fruits, as well as radiance and color, are all the great dream. Do not mistake 

them as merely dreamy.” 

He is not talking about dreams as something kind of fuzzy and groggy 

or sentimental, i.e. unreal and “dreamy.” How do we express our true 

heart in the dream? He says, “When you say, ‘Within confusion is just 

confusion,’ still you should follow the path in the vast sky known as 



94     zen questions   

‘delusion throughout delusion.’ Just this you should endeavor to investi-

gate thoroughly.” For Dōgen the point is not necessarily to obliterate all 

confusion and all of one’s delusions. If it were, seeing how difficult that is, 

many of us would not even consider practicing the bodhisattva way. Rather, 

right within our confusion and delusions, how do we remain present and 

upright, and bring our awareness to that very experience? Continuing, he 

states quite strongly, “The expression of a dream within a dream is all bud-

dhas.” This strange and intriguing utterance might be read as “all buddhas 

just express a dream within a dream.” How do we express our truth even 

amid confusion and delusion?

“To express the dream within a dream is the ancient buddhas; it is to ride 

in this treasure boat and directly arrive in the practice place. . . . All things 

emerge and all things arrive right here.” The place where buddhas practice 

is not in some exalted, lofty sacred site removed from our lives. As he says 

in “Genjōkōan,” “Here is the place; here the way unfolds.”72

Dōgen continues, “This being so, one plants twining vines, and gets 

entangled in twining vines. This is the characteristic of unsurpassable 

enlightenment.” The enlightenment that Dōgen is concerned with, the 

unsurpassable enlightenment, is not some distraction or way of escaping 

from ourselves and from our world and from this dream. Buddhas are will-

ing to be entangled in their life, and they notice sometimes when some of 

their dreams might untangle. Dōgen says, “Just as expression is limitless, 

sentient beings are limitless and unsurpassable. Just as cages and snares 

are limitless, emancipation from them is limitless.” So the way to be free 

within the dream is by questioning, how do we express this dream? What 

is it we bring from our own particular mode of expression? How do you 

in your activity express this dream within the dream?

meeting in dreAmlAnd

Typically Dōgen takes apart the language and warns of many ways we 

might misunderstand what he is saying.
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There are inner dreams, dream expressions, expressions of 

dreams, and dreams inside. Without being within a dream, there 

is no expression of dreams. Without expressing dreams, there is 

no being within a dream. Without expressing dreams, there are no 

buddhas. Without being within a dream, buddhas do not emerge 

and turn the wondrous Dharma wheel.

This is reminiscent of the Lotus Sutra where it says the only reason for 

buddhas to appear in the world is because there are suffering beings to 

help lead onto the path of awakening.73 Buddhas indeed show up to help 

others onto this path. Buddhas appear in dreams. They can only appear 

in dreams; this world of suffering created by innumerable causes and 

conditions is where buddhas show up. Buddhas do not hang out in some 

paradise up in the clouds, or if they take a rest there for a while, they return 

to meet beings in our dreams of suffering.

Dōgen continues:

Without being within a dream buddhas do not emerge and turn 

the wondrous Dharma wheel. This Dharma wheel is no other 

than a buddha together with a buddha, and a dream expressed 

within a dream. Simply expressing the dream within a dream is 

itself the buddhas and ancestors, the assembly of unsurpassable 

enlightenment. Furthermore, going beyond the Dharma body is 

itself expressing the dream within a dream.

This phrase, to express the dream within a dream, is challenging. In 

one other place he says, “The expression of a dream within a dream can be 

aroused by both ordinary people and sages. Moreover, the expression of a 

dream within a dream by both ordinary people and sages arose yesterday 

and develops today.” This is ongoing buddha going beyond buddha, where 

we admit the dream we are in and say yes to it. And then, how is it? What 

is the most beautiful way to express this dream that we are in together 

within a dream? We each have our own particular, unique vantage point on 
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the dream. And we each have our own special gifts and talents with which 

to express this dream within a dream. This is not a dream as opposed to 

awakening; it is the inner life of awakening.

This is advanced Zen teaching, but it is really how we bring our lives 

to life. How do we find what is important in our own life, and how do 

we express it? How do we face it, without escaping into dreamy dreams, 

but saying okay, here is this dream I am in, here is this Dharma position. 

Dōgen speaks elsewhere about abiding in one’s Dharma position, which 

might be read as hanging out in your dream and really taking it on. What 

is it that I have to express in this dream, in this lifetime? This is challeng-

ing material and I have quoted only from the first half of Dōgen’s essay. 

In the second half he cites a passage in the Lotus Sutra in which buddhas 

are described as awakening within a dream, and again Dōgen critiques 

the notion that this is not reality. He says, “This dream of buddhas is not 

an analogy.”

celeBrAting And PlAying with dreAms

The dream delusion is not different from the delusion that we are in now. 

It is delusion throughout delusion and enlightenment throughout enlight-

enment. It is what is. There are many dreams, not merely one dream. But 

the buddhas and ancestors can hang out in all of them, all the different 

aspects of the suffering in this world. Include all the people you have ever 

known, all the people you care about in your world. This is the dream we 

are in right now. How do we embrace and celebrate that dream? It might 

be rendered as “Celebrating the dream within a dream.” We see the dream 

for what it is and then say, what do we do to bring it alive?

It seems like the self that we impute on phenomena creates the dream, 

but it is not just that self. The dream is not only personal karma but our 

collective karma as well. This is an interactive process, not just about you. 

One implication is that in our idea of awakening, we think that as good 

Zen practitioners we should wake up and be like some buddha, but that 

does not happen separate from the nitty-gritty of cleaning the temple, mak-
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ing tea, brushing your teeth, going to the bathroom, meeting our friends, 

taking care of our situation. How do we care for our dream? Dōgen, being 

very playful, might have said, “Within a dream, play with the dream.” How 

do we play with this dream, but in a way that is gentle, appreciating that 

this dream is a treasure?





Zen Rule-Bending and the Training  
for Pure Hearts

This chapter is inspired in part by my observation some years ago 

that the “ancient ones” in my extended spiritual community of the San 

Francisco Zen Center, those with twenty or more years of steady practice 

experience, seemed distinctive in that they were most truly “themselves.” 

Sometimes this takes the form of their being eccentric or even quite pecu-

liar, but somehow also particularly true to themselves in some deep, and 

often inspiring, way. The fruits of long-term spiritual practice do not seem 

to be homogenized uniformity of character but rather the uniqueness of 

each person’s sincere expression of that which goes beyond egoistic per-

sonality, but which might appear rather quirky and individual.

What are the qualities of the sincere, pure-hearted adept? Does the train-

ing in monastic, or semimonastic, practice communities help develop pure 

hearts and open minds? And if so, how? Below I will discuss how monastic 

forms in the Zen tradition might serve to grow this pure wholehearted-

ness, focusing on Dōgen’s writings from Dōgen’s Pure Standards for the Zen 

Community (Jpn.: Eihei Shingi).74 As well as being a manual for procedures 

in the monastery, with instructions for everything from how to brush teeth 

to how to receive and eat food in the meditation hall, in this work Dōgen 

emphasizes attitudinal instructions and the psychology for taking appro-

priate responsibility for community well-being. His choice of illustrative 

stories and exemplary models is often unexpected and startling.
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the role of monAstic regulAtions

The Zen monastic regulations (Chi.: Qinggui; Jpn.: Shingi) are an out-

growth of the early Buddhist Vinaya, the ethical injunctions dispensed 

by the Buddha. The first legendary Zen monastic rules are traditionally 

attributed to Baizhang Huaihai (749–814; Jpn.: Hyakujō Ekai).75 Baizhang 

is widely regarded in the tradition as the founder of the Zen work ethic, for 

example with his famous statement, “A day without work is a day without 

eating.”76 Dōgen cites Baizhang as an inspiration for his own Shingi, which 

for procedural instructions liberally quotes both the old Vinaya attributed 

directly to Śākyamuni Buddha and also passages from the Chanyuan Qing-

gui (Jpn.: Zen’en Shingi), the most comprehensive Chinese collection of 

Zen monastic regulations, compiled in 1103.77

The communal institution has been an important element of Buddhism 

since Śākyamuni Buddha began his monastic order twenty-five hundred 

years ago in northern India. The monastic enclosure developed during the 

Indian rainy season, when the monks halted their wandering mendicant 

practice to reside together for a few months of practice. This fellowship of 

practitioners, or sangha, has functioned ever since as a radical contrast to 

existing social conventions and conditioning. The Buddhist monastic com-

munity has offered an alternative to the status quo of exploitative societies 

that disregard individual human potential.

The common designation of Buddhist monks as “home-leavers” implies 

the physical act of renouncing worldly ambition so as to join the monastic 

community and also the inner work of letting go of attachments from the 

bonds of social and personal psychological conditioning. In accord with 

this liberative purpose, monastic community life becomes an opportunity 

for its participants to develop their capacity for enacting the universal prin-

ciples of awakening in the concrete affairs of their individual lives. The 

monastic procedural forms are designed to provide the monks a congenial 

space conducive to inner contemplation. Each ordinary, daily life function, 

from cleaning the temple to taking care of personal hygiene, is treated as 

a tool for enhancing mindfulness of one’s moment to moment state of 



   zen rule-bending and the training for pure hearts     101

awareness and innermost intention. The monastic lifestyle, procedures, 

and forms act as supports for practitioners’ immersion in the process of 

deepening personal experience of the nonalienated, integrated nature of 

reality described as the basis for Buddhist awakening. These monastic 

forms allow the psychic and physical space for self-reflection, a harmoni-

ous realm for supportive interaction with fellow contemplatives, and also 

function as practices with which to enact the fundamental teachings aris-

ing naturally out of meditation.

While Dōgen does offer in his Shingi detailed procedural instructions, 

often borrowed from the Vinaya or previous monastic regulations, his 

clear emphasis is attitudinal instruction and the psychology of spiritually 

beneficial community interaction. Zen monastic regulations function as a 

latticework for ethical conduct. The rules may be upheld and consequences 

enforced, but they are seen as guidelines rather than restrictive regulations 

or rigid proscriptions.

A major paradigm of Mahāyāna Buddhist monasticism has been oscil-

lation between periods of training in the monastic container and reentry 

into the marketplace. Monks test their practice by returning to interact with 

conventional society, and they also help fulfill the developmental function 

of the Buddhist order by sharing with the ordinary world whatever they 

have learned of self-awareness, composure, and compassion during their 

monastic training. In Japan, from Dōgen’s time to the present, monks fin-

ish a period of training and go out to function as temple priests, minister-

ing to the laity. Some later return to the monastery for further development 

or to help train younger monks. Traditionally, monks would also leave their 

monastic community to wander around to other teachers and test their 

practice and understanding.

The essential insight of Buddhist awakening affirms the fundamental 

rightness and interconnectedness of the whole of creation, just as it is. But 

along with its effect on individual trainees, the sangha has also served at 

times as a historical instrument to perform the long-term work of civilizing 

and developing human awareness so as eventually to actualize and fulfill 

for all beings the vision of our world as a pure land, informed by wisdom 
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and compassion. This effect has been accomplished both by the inspira-

tion of exemplary individuals and on a wider societal level. Despite its 

sometimes compromised relationships and accommodations to the ruling 

powers throughout Asian history, in fact the Buddhist spiritual institution 

has had, from time to time, a civilizing effect on Asian societies, moderat-

ing the brutal tendencies of various rulers.

dōgen’s stArtling monAstic exemPlArs

Until the twentieth-century popularization of his voluminous philosophi-

cal and poetic writings, Eihei Dōgen was more important historically for 

establishing a monastic order that became the basis for the Japanese Sōtō 

Zen school. In Dōgen’s Pure Standards, written to instruct his monk dis-

ciples, he presents exemplary models of Chinese monks who had taken 

on the responsibility of administrative positions in Chan monastic com-

munities. Dōgen emphasizes the importance of these positions, such as 

the administrative director and the chief cook of the monastery. People 

who hold these positions need to be devoted to the well-being of all the 

practitioners, and at the same time they must be exemplary in their own 

practice directed toward mastering the teaching and fully realizing and 

expressing spiritual awakening.

Given the emphasis Dōgen places on these administrative positions, 

it is remarkable how many of Dōgen’s exemplars are involved in rule-

breaking or at least rule-bending, precisely in the example or story that 

Dōgen cites. In the “Chiji Shingi” (The Pure Standards for the Temple 

Administrators), the final essay which takes up nearly half of the full text 

of Eihei Shingi, Dōgen talks about great historical Zen figures and their 

conduct in the monastic roles, specifically the roles of director, supervisor 

of monks (ino), chief cook (tenzo), and work leader, as well as some of the 

other supervisory positions.

Of the twenty exemplary anecdotes that Dōgen cites, ten of them involve 

actions by the exemplar in which he does something that would be seen 

from conventional morality as improper and a violation of monastic regula-
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tions. A number of them threaten to beat up their teachers or some other 

practitioner, and one actually does physically beat his teacher. One sets a 

fire in the monastery, another throws away the community’s food. A few 

are shunned or even expelled from the community. After each of these 

stories the protagonist is praised by Dōgen for his sincere spirit of inquiry, 

dedication to practice, or commitment to the monastic community. The 

wildness and natural quality of true practice may involve the kind of devia-

tion from the rule that Dōgen praises.

A tenAcious tenZo

Dōgen especially elaborates the importance of the position of the chief 

cook or tenzo, which he describes as equal in importance to the abbot’s 

role. Dōgen dedicates a whole essay, the celebrated “Instructions for the 

Cook” (Tenzokyōkun) to the virtues of this position. In “The Pure Stan-

dards for the Temple Administrators,” of all the tenzos he acclaims, Dōgen 

most lavishly praises Fushan Fayuan (991–1067; Jpn.: Fusan Hōen). After 

recounting stories about the virtue of a number of tenzos, Dōgen says, 

“Especially, we cannot fail to study the tenzo [Fushan] Fayuan’s faithful 

heart, which can be met only once in a thousand years. . . . If tenzos do 

not experience dedication like Fayuan’s, how can their study of the Way 

penetrate the innermost precincts of the buddhas and ancestors?”78 And 

yet in the story told by Dōgen, Fayuan committed thievery while tenzo and 

was expelled from the monastery.

The story begins with a demonstration of the physical and spiritual 

toughness expected in the monastery in question. Fushan Fayuan and a 

monk comrade, Tianyi Yihuai, traveled to visit and train with [Shexian] 

Guisheng, a master with a reputation for being “cold and severe, tough 

and frugal. Patchrobed monks respected and feared him.” Fayuan and 

his friend “arrived in the middle of a snowy winter” and joined the other 

traveling monks sitting in the monastery visitors’ room while awaiting 

admittance. Guisheng abusively scolded the monks and poured cold water 

on them, so that the other monks left. When Guisheng further threatened 
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Fushan Fayuan and his friend, [Tianyi] Yihuai replied, “The two of us have 

come a thousand miles just to study Zen with you, how could we leave 

from just one scoop of water dumped on us? Even if you beat us to death, 

we will not go.” Guisheng thereupon laughed and accepted them into the 

monastery.

After some time Fushan Fayuan was promoted to the position of tenzo. 

But the monastery was poor and the spartan diet coarse, and Fayuan was 

finally moved by his sympathy for the monks to commit a grave offense. 

Once Guisheng left for the village and:

Fayuan stole the key [to the storehouse], and took some wheat 

flour to prepare a special flavorful gruel. Guisheng suddenly 

returned and went to the hall. After eating, he sat in the outer hall 

and sent for Fayuan. Guisheng said, “Is it true that you stole flour 

to cook the gruel?” [Fayuan] admitted it, and implored Guisheng 

to punish him. Guisheng had him calculate the price [of the 

flour], and sell his robes and bowls to repay it. Then Guisheng 

struck Fayuan thirty blows with his staff and expelled him from 

the temple.

Fayuan’s offense was motivated only by concern for the monks’ health 

and comfort. Shexian Guisheng instantly tasted the difference in the 

gruel, and Fushan was not spared prompt and severe consequences for 

his actions. However, the story continues that Fayuan remained in the 

nearby town, repeatedly making efforts to gain readmittance into Shexian 

Guisheng’s monastery, but all were rebuffed by Guisheng. “Fayuan was 

not bothered, but carried his begging bowl through the city and sent the 

money he received [to the temple to repay his debt].”

Eventually, one day “Guisheng went to the town and saw Fayuan holding 

his bowl. Guisheng returned to the assembly and said, ‘Fayuan truly has 

the determination to study Zen.’” So finally Fushan Fayuan was readmit-

ted to the monastery, and he later became a Dharma successor of Shexian 

Guisheng.
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Fushan Fayuan’s sympathy for the monks’ lack of food may have been 

misplaced, and his unswerving persistence after his expulsion may appear 

foolish or perhaps even obsessive. But it is precisely this kindness, and 

selfless dedication, even in the face of disgrace and loss of reputation, that 

seems especially to endear him to Dōgen. Fayuan violated the precepts and 

monastic rules but never abandoned his intention to express the way. His 

teacher Guisheng seems to have consciously used the rules, not for the 

sake of moral propriety, but to test and more fully mold Fayuan’s commit-

ment. The monastic regulations and precepts are at the service of the dual 

priorities of total dedication to one’s own investigation of spiritual reality 

and commitment to caring for the practice community’s well-being.

Benefiting the community

Another exemplary monk whom Dōgen esteems most highly, Wuzu 

Fayan (1024–1104; Jpn.: Goso Hōen), was shunned by his fellow monks 

for the monastic violations of drinking wine, eating meat, and entertaining 

women. The story goes that Wuzu Fayan had “settled his investigation of 

the great matter and deeply penetrated the bones and marrow” and was 

manager of the monastery’s mill down the mountain. Wuzu Fayan devoted 

himself to the task of increasing the monastery’s resources, but somehow 

he incurred the enmity of some of the monks. As even modern monks can 

testify, in the cauldron of monastic practice supposedly “worldly” human 

jealousy and pettiness can still arise. When Wuzu heard about the accusa-

tions, “He intentionally bought meat and alcohol and hung them out in 

front of the mill, and also bought cosmetics and makeup for his women 

friends. Whenever Zen monks came around the mill, [Wuzu] Fayan would 

touch the women and laughingly banter and tease them, completely with-

out restraint.” When his teacher finally questioned him, Wuzu Fayan made 

no explanation and accepted expulsion. But when he submitted the mill’s 

accounts, including unusual profits for the monastery, his teacher was 

impressed, “and understood that petty people had just been jealous [of 

Wuzu Fayan].”
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Dōgen praises Wuzu Fayan for his dedication to accomplishing his task 

of managing the monastery’s business so as to best benefit the community 

and its assets. That he did this without any concern for his own personal 

reputation and standing in the eyes of his teacher is especially admirable 

for Dōgen. Wuzu was willing to accept the blame and punishment of his 

teacher, as had Fushan Fayuan, without becoming defensive or trying to 

protect or explain himself.

trAining, iconoclAsm, And loving-kindness

I discuss these anecdotes of Zen rule-bending and Zen fools not to support 

an erroneous and misleading stereotype of Zen iconoclasm. In the initial 

importation of Zen to America, and its reception by what has been called 

“Beat Zen,” the image of Zen “wild men” was provocative and attractive to 

many. But the history of Zen throughout East Asia has been very predomi-

nantly that of sincere practitioners quietly engaged in devotional rituals 

and contemplative practices. Dōgen’s rule-bending exemplars of temple 

administrators were veteran monks steeped in conventional monastic 

practice and decorum.

Prominent in Zen culture far beyond their actual numbers are the 

colorful adept graduates from Zen monasteries who as outsiders or her-

mits exemplify foolishness and loving-kindness, figures such as Hotei, 

Hanshan, and Ryōkan. The historical tenth-century Chinese Zen monk 

Budai, whose Japanese name Hotei is probably better known in the West, 

is familiar as the fat, jolly “laughing buddha” whose statue is ubiquitous in 

Chinese restaurants and Chinese Buddhist temples. Hotei had completed 

his monastic training, but expressed his awareness as a homeless vaga-

bond, a disheveled Buddhist Santa Claus displaying warmth and loving-

kindness, carrying a sack full of candy and toys for the children. Known 

for his divine foolishness, in China Budai/Hotei came to be identified as 

an incarnation of Maitreya Bodhisattva, the next future buddha, to such 

an extent that Chinese images of Budai are now simply labeled Maitreya 

(Ch.: Milo-fe).79
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The Chinese mountain recluse poet Hanshan, “Cold Mountain,” appar-

ently was a layman who lived near a monastery high up in the Tiantai 

mountains, probably in the ninth or tenth century. His poems, celebrated 

in American as well as East Asian Zen, set the mold for the carefree moun-

tain hermit, joyfully immersed in nature apart from the world but not 

without occasional acknowledgments of loneliness. I have experienced in 

contemporary Zen monasteries, both in America and Japan, persons in 

proximity to the monastery but with similar ambiguous relationships to 

it. They may support the temple in various ways, but such characters also 

function, often through unconventional behavior, to remind the serious 

monks of the context of their liberative endeavors.

Ryōkan (1758–1831), the Japanese Zen monk and brilliant spiritual 

poet, was fully trained in a Sōtō Zen monastery, but instead of becoming 

a temple priest and teaching formally, he returned to a hermit’s life of 

meditation in a hut near his home village and made a modest livelihood 

through begging rounds in nearby towns. Still a deeply beloved figure in 

modern Japan, Ryōkan chose the spiritual name Daigu, or “Great Fool,” 

even though he was intelligent, a dedicated student of sutras and Dōgen’s 

writings, a skilled meditator, and an elegant calligrapher, whose brushwork 

was already valuable and sought after during his own life. But Ryōkan is 

best known for many foolish anecdotes about him, many involving kindly 

play with children.

The innocence and kindness of these iconoclastic outsiders are often 

considered innate traits. Yet the effort to cultivate and train practitioners 

toward such openness and dedication seems to be part of the intention of 

Dōgen’s pure standards and of the Buddhist monastic enterprise generally. 

Dōgen’s chosen historical exemplars clarify that the training of pure hearts 

cannot proceed simply by following some prescribed routine or program. 

These monastic procedures rather serve as a cauldron for guiding the prac-

titioner toward actualizing the inner spirit of the pure heart.

In considering Dōgen’s description of Zen training, and its goal, it is 

notable that Dōgen does not hold to a literal interpretation of the regula-

tions. This is so even though Dōgen is noted for his own emphasis on 
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monastic forms. For example, he includes in his Eihei Shingi a short essay 

with sixty-two specific instructions for the manners and etiquette with 

which monks should defer to their seniors. Dōgen never advocates bend-

ing the monastic rules just for the sake of iconoclasm, and he strongly 

criticizes those who mistakenly believed that Buddhist liberation means 

freedom from ethical concern and proper demeanor.80 Nevertheless, it is 

clear from his exemplars that Dōgen sees the purpose of monastic training 

not as the rigid alignment with some code of conduct, but as the devel-

opment of kindly concern for the whole community and sincere, intent, 

persistent inquiry into the deep mysteries of awakening.



Part 3

Commentaries on  
Dōgen’s Extensive Record





Speak Softly, Speak Softly

stories of wAy-seeking mind

In Zen we talk about the mind of the Way, sometimes called the mind 

that seeks the Way. In Sanskrit it is bodhicitta, literally, awakening mind. 

It refers to the arousing of our direction toward awakening and spiritual 

practice, our first thought of spiritual practice, and the arousing of caring 

and concern. In Suzuki Roshi’s Sōtō Zen lineage we celebrate beginner’s 

mind. We all aspire toward remembering that first impulse toward taking 

care of something as strange as sitting facing the wall, quietly, upright. 

This is bodhicitta, the mind of the Way.

This aspiration toward awakening, a deep concern and caring for all 

beings, is illuminated by a traditional Zen koan discussed by Eihei Dōgen 

in his Extensive Record. Koans are teaching stories, many of them dialogues 

between students and teachers, and the classical koans are attributed to 

persons from nearly twelve hundred years ago. We continue to study them 

because they have something to do with our life, today. If they were just 

about something that happened twelve hundred years ago, we would not 

bother.

Dōgen brought a great deal of the koan literature from China to Japan 

and has a unique approach to koan practice. Unlike Rinzai Zen practice 

where one passes through a curriculum of koan cases, in Sōtō practice gen-

erally the point is to engage the story and allow it to become part of one’s 

practice body and awareness. In this way one never finishes with such 
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a story, but digests and incorporates its teachings. Dōgen’s approach to 

koan practice includes his expansive elaborations on koan cases and their 

themes in his essays in Shōbōgenzō. His koan praxis has been discussed 

by Dōgen scholar Steven Heine as the panoramic, scenic route, analyzed 

astutely in his book Dōgen and the Kōan Tradition.81 The whole literature 

of Zen is composed to a great extent of these stories, most often attributed 

to Chan masters from the ninth century, and then many layers of com-

mentaries on those stories.

The story “Speak Softly” was discussed in a short Dharma talk by Dōgen. 

Many of these stories refer to other stories, and that is very much the case 

with this koan, which involves a number of others. Dōgen himself provides 

a long introduction, and then he has his own comments. I will offer my 

own introduction to his introduction. The basic story itself is very short. It 

concerns a tenth-century Rinzai Zen teacher in China named Shoushan 

Xingnian (926–993; Jpn.: Shusan Shōnen). A monk came to him once 

and asked Shoushan, “All the buddhas come from this sutra. What is this 

sutra?”

Shoushan responded, “Speak softly, speak softly.” 

The monk understood. And he asked, “How should we receive and 

maintain it?”

And Shoushan said, “It can never be defiled.”82

An indiAn Boy’s introduction

Before returning to this primary story, I will offer an introduction. This is 

a modern story from a novel that reached the bestseller list, called Life of 

Pi, a very interesting book.83 The novel is about a fifteen-year-old Indian 

boy who finds himself stranded on a lifeboat in the middle of the Pacific 

Ocean, together with a huge Bengal tiger, and about how the boy survives. 

But the part I want to talk about as an introduction to this old Zen story, 

and to Dōgen’s introduction to it, happens before the boy ever gets to the 

ocean. This young fourteen- or fifteen-year-old Indian boy nicknamed Pi 

comes from a very secular background. His parents are not concerned with 
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religion. His father is owner and manager of a zoo, which is how the tiger 

ends up in the story.

But when he is fourteen, a relative takes this young boy to a Hindu 

temple, where he is dazzled and amazed and very happy with all the color-

ful gods and goddesses and stories of the Indian tradition. And Pi becomes 

a devout Hindu, without his parents knowing about it. He is very involved 

in the practice and devotions in the local Indian temple. Then Pi happens 

to stumble upon a Catholic church and is startled, and he ends up talking 

with the priest. At first he is appalled that this religion has merely one god 

and that the image of the god is of suffering up on the cross. He cannot 

understand it. None of the Indian gods would be depicted in such a cruel 

setting. But finally Pi understands from the priest that this is about love. 

So, as well as a Hindu, he becomes a very devoted Christian and goes and 

studies the Bible and prays at the church.

And then Pi happens upon a humble baker who turns out to be a Sufi 

master. He sees this man praying to Allah, doing his daily prayers, and 

the boy becomes interested and ends up also becoming a devout Muslim. 

Since we have a problem with Islam in our country, here is a little bit about 

what Pi says about it. He recalls:

I loved my prayer rug. Ordinary in quality though it was, it glowed 

with beauty in my eyes. I’m sorry I lost it. Wherever I laid it I 

felt special affection for the patch of ground beneath it, and the 

immediate surroundings, which to me is a clear indication that it 

was a good prayer rug, because it helped me remember that the 

earth is the creation of God, and sacred the same all over.

I feel like that myself about wherever I sit when I sit zazen. Anyway, 

this young boy from this secular background becomes very involved and 

committed with all three of these traditions.

One day Pi is out with his family, and lo and behold all three of his teach-

ers see him at once, and they come over to meet him and meet his family. 

The family has no idea that Pi is involved with anything religious. And the 
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three teachers come up to him and are appalled to see each other. Each of 

them says how wonderful Pi is, and they get into a big argument, each criti-

cizing the others’ traditions. Finally the Hindu teacher says that Pi cannot 

be a Hindu, a Christian, and a Muslim; it is impossible. He must choose. 

And the father, who is bewildered, says, I do not think it is a crime, but I 

suppose you are right. So they finally turn to the boy after criticizing each 

other’s religion, and the boy tells them that Mahatma Gandhi says that all 

religions are true. And then Pi blurts out, “I just want to love God.”

This is a story about bodhicitta, this thought of awakening. And I was 

reminded of when I was about that age, fourteen or fifteen. I could not 

have said, “I just want to love God,” because I had decided that I was an 

atheist. And yet I was searching for something, avidly reading Dostoevsky, 

Kafka, and Sartre, listening to the questioning songs of the young Bob 

Dylan. I wanted to find some meaning. How do I live? What do I do with 

my life? Such a search for meaning, for spiritual integrity, has something 

to do with this bodhicitta, the arousing of the thought of awakening. In my 

generation existentialism was one way that people found this basic ques-

tion. Back then there was no Buddhist practice available as far as I knew. 

Anyway, Pi provides my introduction to the introduction by Dōgen talking 

about this kōan, “Speak Softly.”

the mAster does not tend to others

Dōgen’s introduction is much longer than the kōan story itself. He was 

giving this talk in 1246 at his monastery Eiheiji, which he had founded 

not long before in the remote mountains, and which is still one of the 

headquarter temples of Sōtō Zen in Japan. Dōgen starts:

In studying the Way the mind of the Way is primary. This temple 

in the remote mountains and deep valleys is not easy to reach, 

and people arrive only after sailing over oceans and climbing 

mountains. Without treading with the mind of the Way it is dif-

ficult to arrive at this field. To refine the rice, first the bran must 
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be removed. This is a good place in which to engage the Way. And 

yet, I’m sorry that the master [Dōgen] does not readily attend to 

others by disposition. However, by day or night, the voice of the 

valley stream happens to be conducive for carrying water. Also, in 

spring and fall, the colors of the mountain manage to be condu-

cive for gathering firewood. I hope that cloud-and-water monks 

will keep the Way in mind.

He was giving this talk way up in the mountains, and monks and lay-

people had come from a great distance to hear him and to practice with 

him. And yet I think it is still relevant to our situation, coming to Buddhist 

practice in America in the world today. He says, “In studying the Way, the 

mind of the Way is primary.” The first point is just the mind of the Way, 

this direction toward awakening and caring for all beings. He says, “This 

temple in the remote mountains and deep valleys is not easy to reach, and 

people arrive only after sailing over oceans and climbing mountains. With-

out treading with the mind of the Way it’s difficult to arrive at this field.” 

That was certainly true for a place like Eiheiji, or for Tassajara monastery 

in the deep mountains in Monterey County, where I trained and where 

some of the students had come from distant countries. Although there 

are now Zen meditation centers in many parts of the United States and 

other Western countries, some close to many readers, deciding to visit may 

require varied life events and partaking of this mind of the Way at least to 

some extent.

“To refine the rice, first the bran must be removed.” This is an image 

of the practice that we do once we recognize our mind of the Way: Sitting, 

watching ourselves, facing the wall, trying to be upright in the middle of 

all of our confusion and desires and frustrations and the difficulties of this 

world and our lives. Dōgen says, “This is a good place in which to engage 

the Way.” And it is. Wherever you arrive, whenever you decide to sit and 

actually face your life, this is a good place. And then he says this very sweet 

thing, “I am sorry that the master (and here Dōgen is referring to himself) 

does not readily tend to others by disposition.” Perhaps Dōgen was a shy 
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kind of guy. Maybe he was not very good at “people skills”; at least he said 

he was not very good at engaging with his monks. But maybe, always, the 

teacher does not readily attend to others by disposition. Because nobody 

can do this for you. You have aroused the mind of the Way in some small 

measure at least, if you are reading this. Now how will you engage the 

Way? “I’m sorry. The master does not readily attend to others by disposi-

tion. However, by day or night, the voice of the valley stream happens to 

be conducive for carrying water. Also in spring and fall the colors of the 

mountain manage to be conducive for gathering firewood.”

Even if you do not live in the deep valleys there is some voice in the world 

around you that happens to be conducive for your taking care of your life 

and living with concern for those around you. Even if you do not live amid 

the colors of the mountain, there are colors and shapes and forms in the 

world around you that can support you in your own practice of gathering 

firewood, of trying to take care of this life. So Dōgen says, “I hope that 

clouds-and-water monks will keep the Way in mind.” 

“Clouds and water”—unsui in Sino-Japanese——is the word for monks 

in China and Japan. It refers to roaming freely like clouds and waters. For 

modern Westerners I hope that householder practitioners also will keep 

the Way in mind. Even living in this world, what choice do we have when 

we recognize the suffering of the world around us, when we recognize 

our own confusion, when we recognize our own desire to live in some 

meaningful way, when we wonder how can I live this life, what is a proper 

livelihood in this place and time, in this society? How can I raise my chil-

dren; how can I be friendly with my friends? Please, as you negotiate that 

way, keep the Way in mind. That is Dōgen’s introduction before reciting 

the koan.

how do BuddhAs emerge from the sutrAs?

I remember a monk asked Shoushan, “All the buddhas come from this 

sutra. What is this sutra?”

Shoushan responded,“Speak softly, speak softly.”
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The monk asked, “How should we receive and maintain it?”

Shoushan said, “It can never be defiled.’”

Often in these stories it just says, “A monk asked the teacher.” Some-

times it says the name of the monk, and that means the monk later became 

a famous teacher himself. This time it does not give the name of the monk, 

but I love this monk. He asks a wonderful question, “All the buddhas come 

from this sutra. What is this sutra?” There is a joke in this question. A sutra 

is a Buddhist scripture, the words of a buddha that can only be spoken by 

a buddha. And yet the monk asks, “All the buddhas come from this sutra. 

What is this sutra?” How can buddhas come from a sutra, if there are not 

buddhas there already to speak the sutra? And yet, there are the sutras that 

you can find in libraries, and there are also sutras found among the birds 

and trees and the sound of waves. But what is this sutra that all the bud-

dhas come from? This is a fundamental question of the mind of the Way, 

an important question. What does our own awakening arise from? Where 

is it? What is it? How do we find it?

The Indian boy Pi had found three different collections of sutras. But still, 

where did they come from? Where did this impulse come from? What is it 

that inspires a buddha to appear; what is it that inspires our own awaken-

ing? All the buddhas come from this sutra; what is this sutra? The Lotus 

Sutra says that the single great cause for buddhas appearing in the world is 

simply to demonstrate the Way and help direct people toward finding it. So 

the single great cause is the recognition of the suffering of beings and the 

need to find our way. Still, this monk focuses in on this question. Shoushan’s 

answer was, “Speak softly, speak softly.” Maybe speak softly means to speak 

gently. Maybe this refers to kind speech. But speak softly also means speak 

up; speak the truth. Speak your truth, but speak softly, speak softly. This 

statement by Shoushan is worthy of deep reflection.

sustAining soft sPeech And whAt comes thus

Then the monk asked, “How should we receive and maintain it?” That 

question demonstrates that he got it. I do not know how softly the monk 
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asked that question, but how should we receive and maintain it? In the 

teaching poem by the Chinese Sōtō founder Dongshan “Song of the Pre-

cious Mirror Samādhi” it says, “The teaching of suchness is intimately 

communicated by buddhas and ancestors. Now you have it, please keep 

it well.”84 Now that you have heard the first two lines of that poem, now 

you have it, please keep it well. Our whole practice of refining the rice, of 

refining our life, is about how we receive and maintain it. This was a very 

good monk. Shoushan said, “It can never be defiled.” This answer is a 

reference to another, longer story. This is about Dajian Huineng (638–713; 

Jpn.: Daikan Enō), the Chinese Sixth Ancestor, one of the real founders 

of Zen in China. One time a monk came to see him at his temple, and we 

know this monk’s name was Nanyue Huairang (677–744; Jpn.: Nangaku 

Ejō), because later he became a great teacher.85

Huineng asked Nanyue, “Where are you from?”

And Nanyue said, “I came from the place of the National Teacher.” 

Then the Sixth Ancestor looked at him and said, “What is this that thus 

comes?” This is a curious, probing manner of asking, “Who are you?” not 

assuming some fixed “self” or “you,” antithetical to Buddhist teachings of 

nonself and emptiness. What is this that thus comes? Nanyue did not know 

what to say. And the story relates that he went and sat in the meditation 

hall for eight years considering this question.

Sometimes in these Zen stories it looks like these teachers and students 

are talking back and forth quickly. But sometimes there is a little space. 

Sometimes it happens that somebody goes and thinks about it for a little 

bit before replying. Usually the time lag is not mentioned. Sometimes 

there were also other people around listening, and they are not mentioned. 

But in this case it says explicitly that Nanyue went and meditated on this 

question for eight years.

After eight years Nanyue came back to the Sixth Ancestor and said, “I 

can now understand the question, ‘What is this that thus comes?’ that you 

received me with upon my first arriving to see you.”

Huineng said, “How do you understand it?”
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And Nanyue said, “To explain or demonstrate anything would com-

pletely miss the mark.” 

It took Nanyue eight years just to come up with that. But then he proved 

that he had not wasted his eight years. The Sixth Ancestor asked him, 

“Then do you suppose that there is practice-realization or not?” 

Nanyue said, “It is not that there is no practice-realization, but only that 

it cannot be defiled.”

And the Sixth Ancestor said, “This nondefilement is exactly what all the 

buddhas and ancestors protect and care for. I am thus, you are thus, and 

the ancestors in India also are thus.”

As a wonderful example, Nanyue stayed with Huineng for another eight 

years thereafter, just to make sure it sank in.

the mind undefiled with eyeBrows remAining

This practice-realization, this practice of enlightenment, or enlightened 

practice, can never be defiled. That is what this student of the Sixth Ances-

tor said. It may be very easy to imagine all the ways in which we could defile 

our own mind of the Way, to imagine all of the terrible things we might 

do or say. One possibility of defilement warned against here is engaging 

meditation practice as a mere means, with enlightenment seen as a remote 

abstraction separate from our activity and awareness. But no matter how 

much we fail to take care of this mind of the Way, it is something that can 

never be defiled.

This “speak softly, speak softly,” the sutra from which all the buddhas 

come, is beyond our ideas about it. As Nanyue said, no matter what he said 

it would miss the mark. All of our thinking, all of our talking, whether it 

is soft or loud, cannot get to the core of this mind of the Way. It is a great 

mystery. What makes an Indian boy suddenly want to love God? What 

makes someone suddenly decide, I am going to take on a spiritual practice? 

We cannot say where this comes from. But please, speak softly.

When the birds are singing outside, we might think that they are  singing 
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sweetly or harshly, softly or loudly, and yet can we hear how the birds sing 

softly, sing softly, just as they are? Can we listen to our own hearts as they 

speak softly, sometimes covered up by all of the enticements, entertain-

ment, and all of the wonderful things to consume that our society presents 

to us?

After offering this story, Dōgen then comments, “Suppose someone 

asked me, ‘What is this sutra?’ I would say to him: if you call it this sutra, 

your eyebrows will fall out.” In East Asia they had the notion that if you lie, 

or if you do not tell the truth, your eyebrows will fall out, like Pinocchio’s 

nose growing for us. And Dōgen says, if you call it this sutra your eyebrows 

will fall out. Whatever you call it misses the mark. If you call it Buddhism, 

if you call it Hinduism, if you call it Christianity, if you call it Islam, what-

ever you call it misses the mark. And yet here we are, somehow concerned 

about this mind of the Way, wondering how can we find our way.

reAching BAck for the Pillow

Dōgen adds, “As to how should we receive and maintain it, I would say, 

reaching back for your pillow in the middle of the night.” This is a refer-

ence to yet another story, from the teacher of Dongshan, founder of Sōtō 

Zen in China, whose name is Yunyan Tansheng (781–841; Jpn.: Ungan 

Donjō). Yunyan and his brother Daowu Yuanzhi (769–835; Jpn.: Dōgo 

Enchi), who was also a monk, were talking one day about the bodhisattva, 

or awakening being, of compassion. One of the main forms of the bodhi-

sattva of compassion in Buddhism has a thousand arms, with a thousand 

hands, and each hand has an eye in it. Many of the hands have tools: lotus 

flowers, sutras, whisks, daggers, hatchets, Dharma wheels, teaching sticks, 

perhaps watches, or sometimes a cup of tea. The name of this bodhisattva 

of compassion is Kanzeon in Japanese, Chenrezig in Tibetan, Guanyin 

in Chinese, and Avalokiteśvara in Sanskrit. The name of this bodhisattva 

of compassion means the one who hears the sounds of the world.86 Thus 

compassion in Buddhism is about listening. When the truth is speaking 

softly, we have to listen closely. Just to listen, and just to be heard, is com-
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passion. But also compassion responds with whatever is at hand. This story 

is about how this response works.

Yunyan asked Daowu, “Why does the bodhisattva of compassion have 

so many hands and eyes?” He was referring to this image with a thousand 

hands, each hand with an eye in it. Daowu replied, “It’s like reaching back 

for your pillow in the middle of the night.”87 This is a wonderful image for 

this response of compassion in Buddhism. It is not something we plan, or 

calculate, but a hand reaching out. We respond to the problem in front of 

us, even if it is that we cannot sleep and we want our pillow. In the middle 

of the night—in the middle of darkness, uncertainty, and not being able 

to see anything—just reach back.

This is Dōgen’s answer to how we may receive and maintain it; just 

reaching back for your pillow in the middle of the night. With whatever is 

at hand, we do our best to respond to what we see and hear in front of us. 

This compassion is essential to the mind of the Way. The mind of the Way 

has to do with our caring about the suffering of the world, which of course 

includes the suffering of ourselves, the suffering of our friends, the suffer-

ing of beings throughout the world. When we reach back for our pillow in 

the middle of the night, we do not know what to do. We do not know how 

to bring peace in the world. Sometimes we do not know how to take care 

of our own confusion, frustration, desires, or anger. Still, reaching back for 

the comfort of our pillow in the middle of the night, how can we respond 

from this place of “speak softly, speak softly” without calling it anything, 

or getting stuck on any particular definition?

trust yourself

I like Shoushan’s answers very much: “Speak softly, speak softly” and “It 

can never be defiled.” I also like Dōgen’s answers very much. One of the 

major traditional modes of koan commentary is for teachers to say what 

they would have said in the dialogues in place of the original participants’ 

statements or questions. Offering my own commentary, if someone were 

to ask me, “All the buddhas come from this sutra. What is this sutra?” I 
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would say: Do not look outside. Deeply trust yourself. Or maybe, deeply 

trust the ground you sit on.

There are many wonderful teaching traditions. These old Zen stories 

we play with can be very helpful, as is coming together and sitting zazen 

with other people. Meeting with a teacher with a little more experience in 

looking for the Way can also be very helpful. But again I say, do not look 

outside. Deeply trust the ground you are sitting on right now. This is not 

something we find someplace else. Whatever it was that brought you here, 

listen, it is speaking softly; trust yourself.

Suppose someone were then to ask me, “How should we receive and 

maintain it?” I would say: Keep returning to the question “How does it 

feel?” Right now, as you sit upright, in this life, with this body and mind, 

how does it feel? Dōgen and Shoushan borrowed from other stories, so I do 

not mind borrowing from my favorite American spiritual poet who likes to 

borrow from others too. “How does it feel, to be on your own, a complete 

unknown?”88 How does it feel, right now, with this breath, with this bird 

song, with this inner voice, how does it feel? No direction home; or maybe, 

all directions home. In Asia people who found the mind of the Way left 

home and went off together into the deep mountains. Maybe in modern 

America we need to find our Way back home. We have been wandering 

for many generations in this country. We do not know our homes. Maybe 

all directions are home. But still, how does it feel? Listen closely, deeply 

trust yourself, but then: how does it feel? What is this that thus comes? 

Anything you say is going to miss the mark, so it is not a matter of getting 

an answer to this question, but simply of returning to awareness again and 

again. I have been recommending this as a mantra, or a kōan to use in 

zazen: How does it feel? How does it feel in your heart, in your body and 

your mind; in your elbows, shoulders, and knees?

In studying the Way, the mind of the Way is primary. We must take care 

of it and appreciate it. We must first of all recognize that we have heard it, 

speaking softly. These principles of hearing and speaking and receiving 

and maintaining the mind of the Way apply to your own search for the Way 

on your seat, in your heart, within your own life. They also apply to how we 
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take care of our relationships and our world, how we try to speak softly and 

see, how does it feel? And what do we do when we make mistakes? Because 

we do, as human beings, make mistakes. How does it feel? Please do not 

be afraid to speak softly, but speak up, and enjoy your mind of the Way.





Dōgen’s Five-Part Approach to Zazen

trAnsPorting the PAttern of Zen trAining

Zazen already was practiced in Japan before him, but Eihei Dōgen 

introduced a particular approach to Zen practice. In one of his 

Dharma hall discourses, number 266 in the Eihei Kōroku, given in 1248, 

Dōgen talks about five aspects of his teaching.89 This extraordinary, concise 

talk is truly amazing in presenting Dōgen’s sophisticated understanding 

of five fundamental aspects of practice and of his own particular way of 

teaching.

Dōgen had left Kyoto in 1245 and was up in the remote mountains 

in northern Japan where he built his monastery Eiheiji, still one of the 

two headquarter temples for Sōtō Zen and for which Eihei Dōgen is also 

named. This discourse was given a few months after he had returned from 

a visit to Kamakura, the capital then, where he had spent about six months 

teaching the samurai rulers. He came back and spent the rest of his life 

until his final sickness teaching his monks and other students at Eiheiji. 

This succinct but revealing discourse provides a road map or topography 

of zazen practice. Here is the entire talk:

Sometimes I, Eihei, enter the ultimate state and offer profound 

discussion, simply wishing for you all to be steadily intimate 

in your mind field. Sometimes, within the gates and gardens 

of the monastery, I offer my own style of practical instruction, 
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simply wishing you all to disport and play freely with spiritual 

penetration. Sometimes I spring quickly leaving no trace, simply 

wishing you all to drop off body and mind. Sometimes I enter 

the samādhi of self-fulfillment, simply wishing you all to trust 

what your hands can hold.

I will discuss how this describes four aspects of zazen. Dōgen also adds:

Suppose someone suddenly came forth and asked this mountain 

monk, “What would go beyond these [kinds of teaching]?”

I would simply say to him: Scrubbed clean by the dawn wind, 

the night mist clears. Dimly seen, the blue mountains form a 

single line.

That portrays a fifth aspect of zazen.

Dōgen was transporting and introducing the Zen tradition from China 

to Japan. We are involved in a much more extreme experience of transla-

tion and transporting, conveying Zen from East Asia to the United States 

in the early twenty-first century. I will interpret and demonstrate how this 

short talk presents a five-part pattern for zazen. These are not practices 

that we need to somehow figure out or attain, but they are already aspects 

of zazen.

the ultimAte stAte suPPorting intimAcy

Dōgen begins, “Sometimes I enter the ultimate state and offer profound 

discussion, simply wishing for you all to be steadily intimate in your mind 

field.” A major aspect of zazen practice involves developing steadiness and 

intimacy with this present field of mind. This may be the most difficult part 

of Zen practice. Once we find our seat and figure out a way to sit relatively 

comfortably and settle into zazen, how can we be steadily intimate in our 

mind field? In his essay “Genjōkōan,” Dōgen talks about how studying 

the way is studying the self. Part of our sitting is just settling, not get-
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ting rid of thoughts and feelings, but finding some space of steadiness in 

being ourselves. Intimacy develops with the whole field of awareness that 

includes everything, the siren out on the street, the taste of tea, thoughts, 

feelings, and sensations, including the ache in your shoulder or knee, as 

new thoughts arise.

The mind field includes everything, and Dōgen says he wishes “all 

beings,” clearly including his audience of disciples, to be intimate in this 

mind field. Each of us is present now in our mind field, with our own realm 

of awareness. Becoming intimate includes becoming familiar and friendly 

with our own habits of thinking, our own modes of constructing this mind 

field that we think of as “mine.” We construct an identity; we think “this 

is who I am.” But beyond that identity lies this realm of awareness that 

we each are as we are sitting now. How do we get to know and become 

familiar with our patterns of thinking, of grasping, desire, and aversion? 

How do we become intimate with our patterns of reaction to our habits and 

also our own particular patterns of connecting with the wholeness that is 

here as we sit? Just becoming steadily intimate with our own mind field 

is a vital aspect of zazen.

Interestingly, Dōgen says that the teaching he does to encourage this 

intimacy for his students is himself entering the ultimate state and offer-

ing profound discussion. His own deep settling and connection with the 

ultimate universal awareness and openness encourages his students to 

settle. Developing this steadiness includes forgiving ourselves for being 

human beings. It also includes gratitude and appreciation for the mind 

field of awareness on your seat right now, which has its own pattern and 

shifting while sitting for a period of zazen.

PrActicAl instruction for PlAying freely

Secondly Dōgen says, “Sometimes, within the gates and gardens of the 

monastery, I offer my own style of practical instruction, simply wishing 

you all to disport and play freely with spiritual penetration.” This one is 

particularly interesting because he mentions “within the gates and gardens 
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of the monastery.” Shohaku Okumura and I translated Dōgen’s writing 

about standards for the Zen community, and many American Zen stu-

dents have practiced in a residential context or Zen monastery with lots of 

forms to support awareness and intention.90 All the forms that may seem 

like restrictions and regulation are actually helpful guidelines to support 

attention. Dōgen offers such teaching “simply wishing you all to disport 

and play freely with spiritual penetration.” This might not seem relevant 

to most Zen practitioners who live out in the world while practicing with 

smaller nonresidential groups, where we may not have the advantage of 

that traditional practice schedule and structure in our everyday lives. But I 

believe such instructions actually bear special relevance for lay practice in 

the world. The bodhisattva precepts and other guidelines aid in expressing 

zazen mind and heart. How do we express intimacy and steadiness in our 

life activities? How do we express Zen guidelines and heart in response to 

the great many difficulties of the world, and in the weekly activities with 

our work, relationships, neighbors, and family?

What Dōgen says he is encouraging with his practical instruction does 

not concern following rules but “wishing you all to disport and play freely 

with spiritual penetration.” Spiritual penetration has to do with paying 

close attention. How do we pay attention as we engage each other in the 

world? This concerns sangha, the people we formally practice with, but 

also the people we work with and encounter throughout the week. These 

instructions also support zazen. We have forms for moving around the 

meditation hall, for sitting, and for ceremonies. But Dōgen says that the 

point is to play freely. Zen may look very austere, but the heart is about 

finding our own freedom and playfulness. For sitting facing the wall, 

assuming upright posture and mudra, Dōgen’s practical instructions 

are aimed at support of your own playfulness. A teacher of mine once 

said, “Be wild on your cushion.” This does not mean to move around or 

start howling, but in your settledness and your intimacy with your mind 

field, in this uprightness, as Suzuki Roshi suggested, “Give your cow a 

large, spacious meadow.”91 Allow your mind field to play freely, in zazen 

as well as in engagement with your life. How do we play and express 
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ourselves freely, while supporting the spiritual penetration of sustained 

attention and caring? This practice is not about becoming a Zen zombie 

or mimicking wooden statues of Buddha. Becoming steadily intimate 

with your mind field requires “to disport and play freely with spiritual 

penetration.” 

stArtling Actions to encourAge droPPing Body  
And mind

For the third aspect of his teaching, Dōgen says, “Sometimes I spring 

quickly leaving no trace, simply wishing you all to drop off body and mind.” 

This phrase, dropping off body and mind, is another synonym Dōgen often 

uses for zazen, but also to express total enlightenment. Such dropping of 

mind and body is not the same as entering the heretical school of Lobotomy 

Zen, discarding your intelligence, or self-mutilation, or suicide. Dropping 

body and mind is just letting go. In his “Song of the Grass Hut,” an eighth-

century teacher honored by Dōgen named Shitou Ziqian (700–790; Jpn.: 

Sekitō Kisen) says, “Let go of hundreds of years and relax completely.”92 

This is another way of saying drop off body and mind. It does not mean 

not to pay attention or take care of our bodies and mind. But this is fully 

accomplished by just totally letting go. There is not so much to say about 

this third aspect of zazen. Just let go. Dōgen’s sometimes abrupt exclama-

tions or enactments recorded in Eihei Kōroku, such as throwing down his 

whisk or just stepping down from his teaching seat, are demonstrations 

to spark this release.

self-fulfillment PrActice And confidence

We can be playful in our awareness as we sit, or we can just let go. The 

fourth kind of teaching Dōgen offers is a little more intricate. He says, 

“Sometimes I enter the samādhi of self-fulfillment, simply wishing you 

all to trust what your hands can hold.” This samādhi of self-fulfillment is 

a technical term, yet another name for zazen. This practice is discussed in 
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one of his earliest writings, “Bendōwa,” which Shohaku and I translated in 

The Wholehearted Way.93 This samādhi of self-fulfillment, self-enjoyment, 

or self-realization is another way Dōgen elaborates the heart of zazen. 

Samādhi is a Sanskrit term that means concentration or meditation involv-

ing settling, attention, and focus. Many varied types of samādhi are named 

in Buddhist scriptures. But Dōgen designates this samādhi of self-fulfill-

ment as the criterion for zazen. How do we enjoy, realize, and fulfill this 

constructed self, or this self connected beyond our self-identity to the total-

ity of self, sometimes called nonself?

The three Chinese characters for self-fulfillment are pronounced in 

Sino-Japanese as ji-jū-yū. Ji means self; jūyū as a compound means enjoy-

ment or fulfillment, but jū and yū read separately mean literally “to accept 

your function.” These two characters might be interpreted as taking on 

your place or role in your life. When we accept our life, our potential and 

qualities, and enjoy these, we discover self-realization and fulfillment. 

This is not mere passive acceptance but actively taking on and finding 

our own way of responding. This experience is the samādhi of accepting 

our own karma, feeling and accepting this situation with its difficulties 

and its richness, while using our abilities and not turning away from our 

sadness or fear. Facing the challenging parts of ourselves we connect to 

our humanity. How do we accept our place in the world, in the totality 

of self?

Dōgen says he enters the samādhi of self-fulfillment so his followers can 

“trust what your hands can hold.” Part of zazen is simply learning to actu-

ally take hold of who we are and the tools we have, and to trust that. Trust 

might be rendered as faith or simply as confidence. How do we learn to 

trust our own qualities and our ability to engage practice? How do we take 

hold? Discussing it in terms of hands feels appropriately tactile. How do 

we handle the tools in our everyday life? How do we meet each other, open 

hand to open hand? The image of what is held in the hands is reminiscent 

of the implements held in the many hands of the bodhisattva of compas-

sion, sometimes depicted with a thousand arms, and evokes the practice 

of skillful means, using whatever is handy to help relieve suffering and 
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awaken beings.94 Dōgen’s samādhi of self-fulfillment described here can 

thus be seen as intending to provoke faith and skillful means.

A tyPology of PrActice time And the single dim line

Dōgen has quite impressively provided four primary aspects of zazen and 

of his teaching strategy or pedagogy. They might serve as a typology of prac-

tice: to be steadily intimate in our mind field, to disport and play freely with 

spiritual awareness, to drop off body and mind, and then to trust what our 

hands can hold. These modes are aspects of our zazen already. Although 

I know of no other Zen writing that has described zazen in this manner, 

they are all aspects of what matures in the process of enjoying our breath 

and feeling our own uprightness.

It is noteworthy that each of these four is introduced with a term we 

translated appropriately in this context as “sometimes.” However, the word 

Dōgen uses here for “sometimes” is ūji, also the title of a highly celebrated 

essay from Shōbōgenzō, which has been translated as “Being Time.”95 In 

this essay Dōgen presents a teaching about the multidimensional flow-

ing of time as our very existence, which has been analyzed as a unique 

philosophy of temporality. For Dōgen our practice engages this present 

particular temporal situation of causes and conditions, not some abstracted 

eternal present. Time does not exist as some external, objective container, 

but actually time is exactly our current dynamic activity and awareness. 

The four aspects of zazen and teaching described in this 1248 Dharma hall 

discourse need not be seen in terms of Dōgen’s teaching about being time, 

presented in the Shōbōgenzō essay from 1240. However, the overtones of 

his using this term cannot be ignored. Thus we might also see these four 

practices as four aspects of being time for Dōgen.

Concluding this Dharma hall discourse, Dōgen offers a fifth response, 

not introduced with the term “sometimes,” which might be seen as going 

beyond any particular being time, while still invoking the specific occa-

sion of dawn. Together these five approaches might be related to the Sōtō 

Zen teaching of the five ranks. The five ranks teaching first attributed to 
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Dongshan, founder of the Chinese Sōtō school, was initially expressed 

in his “Song of the Precious Mirror Samādhi.” These are five interrela-

tionships between the real and apparent aspects (also described as the 

universal and particular, or ultimate and phenomenal) of our life and prac-

tice. These five have been designated in various ways, one version being: 

the apparent within the real, the real within the apparent, coming from 

within the real, going within both apparent and real, and arriving within 

both together.96 However, the five modes of practice described in this 1248 

Dharma hall discourse should not be reduced to that five ranks system, as 

they are much richer than any limited formulation.

Dōgen adds after presenting the first four aspects, “Suppose someone 

suddenly came forth and asked this mountain monk, ‘What would go 

beyond these kinds of teaching?’” Dōgen often talks about buddha going 

beyond buddha, or this practice of ongoing awareness or awakening. This 

dynamic process is not something to be figured out or grasped, but an 

organic engagement of going beyond. However well or poorly you may feel 

you are playing freely with spiritual awareness, there is possible an endless 

unfolding of all these approaches. Having presented a brilliant vision of 

the fourfold heart of zazen, Dōgen is everready to go beyond and further 

develop his awakening.

Dōgen imagines one of his students coming forward and asking, what 

would go beyond those teachings? Dōgen responds, “Scrubbed clean by the 

dawn wind, the night mist clears. Dimly seen, the blue mountains form 

a single line.” This may be a better Dharma hall discourse to consider in 

the morning, closer to the dawn wind, rather than during dusk or some 

other time of day. Dōgen describes being “scrubbed clean by the dawn 

wind.” He is concerned not simply with one time of day but with the sense 

of freshness available in any inhalation, or maybe even in an exhalation. 

“Scrubbed clean by the dawn wind, the night mist clears” speaks to the 

process of bringing oneself back to attention and awareness, waking up 

and realizing, “Here I am, this is where I live. Here is this body and mind.” 

We actually experience this every morning, and we might realize that this 

occurs breath after breath as well. “The night mist clears.” Sometimes it 
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hangs around for a while; sometimes it suddenly clears. Either way we can 

feel “scrubbed clean by the dawn wind.” Wind also serves as a customary 

Zen metaphor for the teaching, and for the flavor of our awareness.

Dōgen adds, “Dimly seen, the blue mountains form a single line.” This 

concerns each mountain, each molehill, each situation, each problem, each 

aspect of our mind field, seen dimly, as they all form a single horizon. We 

can envision it as just this oneness, or we can see the single line as a circle. 

This describes our wholeness. As we awaken we can realize each diverse 

aspect of our practice, of our life, of the difficulties of the world, or of our 

perplexity at how to respond, and yet, all form a single circle or a single 

line. We might only see dimly, balanced between the sharpness of our life 

and the more amorphous wholeness. This might be envisioned as just 

this oneness, the single horizontal line for the Chinese character one, or 

the single line seen as a circle, thus describing wholeness or totality. Such 

a sense of wholeness is the fifth aspect of zazen, including all the others 

in some way.

mountAin Blues

As to the blueness of mountains, when Shohaku Okumura and I were 

translating this we had a long discussion about mountains and color. 

The Chinese character often translated as blue also can mean green. But 

Shohaku was certain that in this instance Dōgen meant blue mountains. 

Maybe at dawn or at dusk they look more blue. Dōgen talks elsewhere, 

quoting Furong Daokai (1043–1118; Jpn.: Fuyo Dōkai), an important Chi-

nese teacher in the Sōtō lineage, about the blue mountains walking. Here 

he talks about them forming a single line. This type of Zen talk is concrete, 

specific, and literal in one way, but metaphorical in another. Dōgen might 

well be referring to the lineage, the line of ancestral teachers, who are 

often called by their mountain names. I might also say, “Dimly seen, the 

Zen students form a single line,” as in a row of meditators in the monks’ 

hall or monks on begging rounds. The intervening space between moun-

tains is also important, as in ink-brush landscape paintings, evoking the 
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spaciousness of awareness accessible in zazen. Dōgen speaks here about 

dawn, the night mist clearing, and seeing dimly that spaciousness where 

we are aware and also open to the mist.

In Western Pennsylvania where I grew up are the Blue Mountains, and 

the Blue Ridge Mountains range from Georgia to Pennsylvania, covered 

with deep green evergreen trees. Mountains may seem blue at certain times 

of day, when arising from mist, or amid a little haze. When you approach 

individual trees they are not blue, but stepping back from the mountains, 

when we see the whole of them from a distance, they may appear blue. In 

some ways when sitting we have a particular kind of distance from our life 

and the aspects of this mind field we sit in. Turning our light within may 

allow the space where we can see our life from the viewpoint of dawn or 

dusk; we can see the wholeness or oneness of it.

Looking out over Lake Michigan the horizon also appears as one single 

line. But when close enough, you can see waves instead of a still mirror. 

Dimly seen, blue water also forms a single line. The single line acts as 

a metaphor for interconnectedness. But why does he say “dimly” of the 

insight into interconnectedness? With Zen discourse, do not worry about 

understanding clearly. We recognize something; it evokes something. Not 

that it is impossible to understand, but it is like listening to jazz and try-

ing to discern the role of each note. Dōgen says very directly in “Bendōwa” 

that trying to compare different schools or teaching is irrelevant; the point 

is, how is the practice? The “dimly” here suggests this kind of oscillation 

between seeing each mountain and then seeing the single line. They are 

foreground and background, both in the picture. When we sit zazen for-

mally, facing the wall, we keep our eyes open with this soft gaze, just as we 

keep our ears open, and we are open to both the wholeness and the details 

around and in front of us.



Almost Not Confused by Self

A story ABout releAsing the self

Before Dōgen departed the capital city of Kyoto in 1243 for the 

remote mountains of Echizen where he established Eiheiji, he gave 

many short talks referring to old teaching stories from China, recorded in 

the first volume of Eihei Kōroku. These include Dharma hall discourse 39, 

from 1241, which begins, “Jingqing Daofu (868–937; Jpn.: Kyōsei Dōfu) 

asked a monk, ‘What is the sound outside the gate?’” In response the monk 

said, “The sound of raindrops.”97 Sitting zazen during rainfall is lovely. 

Sound pervades. Sometimes we may hear people moving or talking nearby, 

or sounds from above the ceiling, or sounds of traffic outside. Sometimes 

the sound of traffic flowing may seem like rain.

Responding to the monk’s “The sound of raindrops,” Jingqing said, 

“Living beings are upside down, deluded by self and chasing after things.” 

This is our situation, upside down, topsy-turvy, “deluded by self and chas-

ing after things.” Our idea of a self is the primary opportunity for delusion 

and confusion, and our world is built on chasing after things. When not 

enough people are chasing after things, our economy collapses. Chasing 

after things is the ideal for our material, consumerist society, but it is also 

how our human consciousness functions most of the time. We try to move 

things around to get what we want or to get rid of what we do not want.

In response to Jingqing’s “Living beings are upside down, deluded by 

self and chasing after things,” the monk inquired, “Teacher, how about 
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you?” Jingqing replied, “I’m almost not confused by self.” What a wonder-

ful, poignant statement. We might imagine as a goal not being confused 

at all by self. But pretty regularly we are all rather thoroughly confused by 

self. So why is this teacher saying, “I am almost not confused by self”? The 

monk asked, “What does it mean, almost not confused by self?” Jingqing 

responded, “It is most easy to be released by the self, but expressing this 

dropped-off body is very difficult.” 

That is their entire dialogue.

the chAllenge of exPressing releAse

You may not feel that it is so easy to be released from the self. But when we 

sit, as we sometimes do all day, we have a chance to let go and be released 

from the self, from attachment to body and mind. Maybe just for a few 

minutes here and there throughout the day, or maybe, in some way, for the 

whole day, we might let go of our ideas of this body and mind.

Whether or not we agree with Jingqing about it being easy to be released 

from the self, we can all agree that expressing dropped off self is very dif-

ficult. When we have some feeling of letting go, of breathing into our body 

and mind and thoughts, and not trying to hold on or grab hold of self, how 

do we express dropped off body? How do we get up from our cushions and 

clean the temple, or get up from our cushions and go out into the world? 

How we express dropped off body is pretty challenging.

Such questioning is what Jingqing may mean by almost not being con-

fused by self. In zazen self arises, as thoughts and feelings or perhaps an 

itch in our neck, but then we might almost not be confused by self. Releas-

ing a bit from self as we sit is wonderful. Even during a period where some 

situation is churning around and you are not at all released from self, when 

something is troubling you, still, somewhere is this possibility of at least 

glimpsing, here I am; inhale, exhale. Yet expressing this dropped off body 

is very difficult. How do we express the self that has released the self, the 

self that is not confused by the self or almost not confused by the self?

When Jingqing asked, “What is the sound outside the gate?” this has to 
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do with not only the sound outside our temple or sitting place. We think 

in terms of outside and inside, and part of the confusion of the self is we 

think of this self, this skin bag right here and now sitting on our cushion, 

as separate from all that other stuff out there. In response to Jingqing’s 

question, the monk said, “The sound of raindrops.” Does that mean there 

is in addition to self some “other,” some sounds out there? We think the 

rain falls somewhere else; it is not falling on this cushion, even though our 

sensation of hearing rain is happening right on our own cushion. How do 

we see inside and outside? How do we recognize that there is a gate?

PrActicing neAr the drAgon gAte

An old Chinese story tells of an ancient dragon Zen gate for which the 

temple where I teach is named. When a fish swims through this gate at 

the bottom of one of the major rivers of China, suddenly it becomes a 

dragon. Are we inside or outside the gate? It might be best just to be a fish 

near the gate. Part of studying the self is simply to see that we see things 

as inside and outside; we think there are things that are other, outside, out 

there in the world.

Expressing this dropped off body is very difficult. Various forms of aware 

expression are available: expression through zendo forms, expression 

through art and music, expression through social activism, or expression 

through seeing each situation in our lives as an opportunity, as a Dharma 

gate. Maybe that dragon gate is not only in China and not only one place in 

the river. How do we find all things as Dharma gates? The monk replied, 

“The sound of the rain,” which is a pretty good response.

When sitting quietly the sound of rainfall is wonderful. But Jingqing said 

living beings are upside down, deluded by self, chasing after things. Was 

the rain inside the monk or outside the monk somewhere, as he looked 

for relief from his squirming body and mind on his cushion, chasing after 

things? There is deep subtlety in chasing after things. When our thoughts 

chase after things, it does not mean we should destroy our thoughts, but 

how do we release this deluded self?
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Practice involves learning about the self, learning to release the self, 

learning to stop grasping after body and mind, our confused self, and 

grasping after things out there. But there is another part of practice; not 

that one part follows the other. Practically speaking, they are intermingled 

when we study how to express this possibility of release from self and how 

to express this together.

the texture of delusion

In this Dharma hall discourse Dōgen comments on the story: “Since com-

pletely dropping the body, there is still the sound of the raindrops. Released 

from the self, what is the sound outside the gate?” Dōgen’s style of working 

with these stories is to ask questions about each question and each section. 

He allows us the opportunity to consider for ourselves. Dōgen concludes, 

“As for deluding the self, which is difficult or which is easy I completely 

leave to you. As for chasing after things or chasing after self, are they 

upside down or not upside down?” Is deluding the self easy? It is how we 

have been positioned as human beings; we are constantly grasping on to 

things. Maybe it would be easier not to be deluded. Sometimes we feel not 

deluding the self is very difficult. Which is it? Maybe they are both easy; 

maybe they are both difficult. This is a practice question we can engage, if 

we choose. How is it when we delude ourselves? Can we see it, or do we 

see when we let go of delusions? We may feel a particular issue as difficult 

or easy. Sometimes we do not delude ourselves for a while, and then sud-

denly, we start deluding the self with thoughts and feelings or grasping 

after things, and then we realize it. Dōgen encourages us to look deeply at 

the texture of our experience.

Dōgen presents another interesting question: “As for chasing after 

things or chasing after self, are they upside down or not upside down?” 

Everyone has experienced chasing after things. This is the main mode of 

consumerist cultures, maybe all human cultures. How about chasing after 

self? Dōgen says to study the self. Part of practice is to sit and experience 

this confused self, and maybe at some point we hear the sound of rain-

drops outside the gate. Which one is upside down and which one is not 
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upside down? It may be easy to say chasing after things is upside down. Is 

there a way of chasing after things that is not based on grasping? Is there 

a way of taking care of things that might not be upside down? Perhaps that 

is not chasing after things, but still, when we arise from sitting and act, is 

that upside down or not upside down?

When we sit with some idea to calm down and cool out, or to get some 

new perspective on a situation, that might be chasing after self. Or perhaps 

that is simply just our practice. This teacher, Jingqing, said that he was 

almost not confused by self. Something about that is very appealing. Saying 

“I’m not at all confused by self” might be a little too much. If you say that, 

some confusion appears. We may easily get seduced by the grand idea of 

perfection, of not ever being confused at all. Such perfection is a mislead-

ing, inhuman ideal. As a great American yogi said, with one of my favorite 

Dharma utterances, “If the world were perfect, it wouldn’t be.”98 

I instead aspire simply to “I’m almost not confused by self.”

the Pecking of teAcher And student

A couple of other stories about Jingqing are interestingly relevant to this 

story. One is about a Zen image invented by Jingqing, the common meta-

phor for teacher and student depicted as hen and chick. The teacher is like 

the hen pecking on the outside of the shell, and the chick is pecking from 

the inside of the shell. I do not believe this actually happens when chickens 

hatch. But Jingqing presented this image for how student and teacher work 

together. As cited in the Blue Cliff Record case 16, he said once, “In general, 

foot travelers must have simultaneously the breaking in and breaking out 

eye, and the breaking in and breaking out function. Only then can they be 

called patchrobed monks. It’s like when the mother hen wants to break 

in, the chick must break out, and when the chick wants to break out, the 

mother hen must break in.”99

“Foot travelers” refers to the monks who wandered around China check-

ing out different teachers and trying to see for themselves, without being 

confused by self. Jingqing cites this simultaneous breaking in and breaking 

out action as an image for breaking through the shell of self, of  delusion 
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and grasping after things. The chick and the mother hen both peck, peck, 

peck. After pecking at the shell, when the chick is ready, suddenly the shell 

cracks opens and the chick pops out. Jingqing originated this image, still 

mentioned in Zen.

After this teaching, a monk approached Jingqing and said, “After the 

chick breaks out, from the standpoint of the teacher, what does this amount 

to?” Jingqing said, “Good news.” The monk then asked, “When the chick 

breaks out and the mother hen breaks in, from the standpoint of the stu-

dent, what does this amount to?” Jingqing said “Revealing your face.” The 

koan commentary adds, “From this we can see that they did have the device 

of ‘simultaneous breaking in and breaking out’ in Jingqing’s school.” Jing-

qing was a Dharma brother of the great Yunmen (864–949; Jpn.: Unmon), 

founder of one of the Chan five houses.

Consider again from this perspective of pecking the main story. Jing-

qing asked, “What is the sound outside the gate?” and the monk answered, 

“The sound of raindrops.” Jingqing pecked a little by saying, “Living beings 

are upside down, chasing after things.” This monk was able to peck back, 

saying, “How about you?” Pecking further, Jingqing replied, “I’m almost 

not confused by self.” 

If my teacher had said that to me, I might have stopped speechless and 

just sat with it for a while. But the monk in the story was ready to continue 

the pecking process, and he said, “What does that mean, to be almost not 

confused by self?” Jingqing replied, “It is most easy to be released from 

the self, but expressing this dropped off body is very difficult.” Our practice 

includes both sides, each revealing our face, whether teacher or student. As 

a teacher I am learning again and again how to break through and reveal 

my face. For each of us in practice we are always pecking, sometimes peck-

ing out, maybe sometimes pecking in at ourselves. How do we just let go 

of chasing after things and being deluded by self?

the wAterwAy entry

The story about the sound outside the gate also relates to the story about 

Jingqing’s own awakening. Jingqing went to study with Xuansha (835–
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908: Jpn.: Gensha), a great teacher, though, like Xuansha, Jingqing later 

became a successor of Xuefeng (822–908; Jpn.: Seppō). Xuansha is the 

teacher who said, “The entire universe is one bright pearl,” the topic of one 

of Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō essays.100 Upon arrival, Jingqing said to Xuansha, 

“As a student just entering the monastery, I implore you to instruct me 

about the path of entry.” A good question, how do we find the path to enter 

the gate? How do we see our breathing, posture, confusion, and grasping 

at things and thus find an entryway?

Xuansha replied, “Do you hear the sound of water flowing downstream 

over the weir?” A weir is a little dam that slows down the river. The temple 

must have been near a stream and a sound of flowing. Jingqing said, “I 

hear it.” Xuansha replied, “Enter through this,” and Jingqing realized some 

entrance.

The sound of water and sounds themselves are traditionally recom-

mended objects of meditation, even the flow of traffic, although conversa-

tion or any overheard discussion is usually too distracting. Later Fayan 

(885–958; Jpn.: Hōgen) said about this dialogue between Jingqing and 

Xuansha, “As a result of gaining entrance one can freely move in all direc-

tions. If you have not yet done so, don’t carelessly leave here.”

Perhaps the monk in the story first discussed had heard about this story 

of his teacher, so when Jingqing asked, “What is the sound outside the 

gate?” he replied, “The sound of raindrops.” Maybe he had been practicing 

by listening to sounds. How do we find our way to enter, to see if we are 

deluded by self or grasping after things? What is our relationship to the 

sound of raindrops, the sound of the river flowing downstream? Is that 

sound inside or outside? Is it something to chase after? How do we use 

that as an opportunity to almost not be confused by self? Does “almost not 

confused by self” actually mean being a little bit confused by self? This is 

worth considering.

deconstructing the self

For Westerners, even if we cannot free ourselves from it, this idea of a 

constructed self is not so difficult. We know that the self is a construction, 
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with habit patterns, family dynamics, cultural influences, and other ways 

in which all the other beings in our lives have collaborated to help create 

this self that we often hold on to very tightly. But sometimes we can let go 

a little bit. Even if we let go of this constructed self fairly well, if we break 

through the shell, not holding on to the sound of water as being outside 

nor as being inside either, still we can engage and breathe in this pres-

ent situation. Our practice and the buddha work involves finding how to 

express dropped off body-mind. How do we share this, each in our own 

way? Maybe we can say there is no ultimate self, but it is difficult to say 

there is no person. Each of us has our own ways to express this dropped 

off self. Maybe we need to be a little confused by self. Total release is a little 

touchy, a little tender, and yet there is the buddha work to perform, each 

of us in our own way.

The dynamic that Jingqing discloses and Dōgen comments on is a way 

to do the work of studying the self, the heart of studying the way in zazen. 

We can take all these questions and give our attention to the sound outside 

the gate. How is it that we are grasping after things or not grasping after 

things? How is our confusion from the self upside down or not upside 

down? How is our being almost not confused by the self, if we come close 

to that, upside down or not?

People react differently to different sounds. The sound of traffic some 

people experience as harsh, while some people like it. For someone from 

the countryside not used to it, the sound of traffic might be annoying. For 

people used to cities and many people, perhaps it is reassuring. Letting the 

sounds just flow along provides the possibility not to react immediately to 

whether you like a sound or not. No one approach to sound is right. They 

may all be topsy-turvy; they may all be just right. 

In all our reactions, though, how do we not grasp after things? 

How are we almost not confused by self?



Readying the Ox

A trAnsmission story

Dōgen comments in three different modes in Eihei Kōroku on a tradi-

tional koan about the nature of Zen teaching. This story involves two 

of the great masters of the ninth century: Baizhang Huaihai (749–814; Jpn.: 

Hyakujō Ekai), supposed to have founded the Zen monastic regulations, 

and his student Huangbo Xiyun (d. 850; Jpn.: Ōbaku Kiun), who in turn 

became the teacher of the great master Linji Yixuan (d. 867; Jpn.: Rinzai 

Gigen). This story occurred when Huangbo was studying with Baizhang.

Huangbo asked Baizhang, “How shall I instruct people about the essen-

tial vehicle from the ancients?” Baizhang sat still. Huangbo asked, “What 

will our descendents in later generations transmit?” Baizhang said, “I 

had thought you were that person,” and then he returned to the abbot’s 

quarters.101

That is the whole story. After Baizhang silently sat still, Huangbo asked, 

“What will our descendents in later generations transmit?” One way to 

hear this is Huangbo frustrated that Baizhang would not say anything. And 

then Baizhang did say, “I had thought that you were that person.” Then 

Baizhang returned to the abbot’s quarters.

Dōgen gave a few comments on this story. First is one that is part of 

his collection of ninety old teaching stories with his verse comments in 

volume nine of Eihei Kōroku, compiled early in Dōgen’s career in Kyoto. 

His four-line verse celebrates this event.
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Having been verified and transmitted by the previous ancestors,

How could the practice of a whole lifetime be in vain?

Long ago, his face broke into a smile on Vulture Peak,

Warmth arrived, and he attained the marrow on Shaoshi.

The third line is a reference to the story about Śākyamuni Buddha hold-

ing up a flower on Vulture Peak and Mahākāśyapa smiling. This is not an 

historical story, with no written record of this legend appearing until the 

eleventh century. But still, it is a good story. Śākyamuni held up a flower 

on Vulture Peak and one disciple in the assembly smiled. Thereupon 

Śākyamuni said to Mahākāśyapa, “You have received the true Dharma 

eye treasury of the wondrous mind of nirvana.” (“True Dharma eye trea-

sury” is the meaning of “Shōbōgenzō,” the name of Dōgen’s other major 

work.) This is supposedly the first instance of Dharma transmission and 

is frequently cited in Zen literature starting in the twelfth century, partly 

as a way of claiming authenticity for the tradition as going all the way 

back to the Buddha. From a modern perspective, we can acknowledge 

that the lineage of names of Indian ancestors usually chanted in Zen was 

constructed later in China; even some of the early Chinese names in the 

lineage have been questioned by historians. Nevertheless, we appreciate 

that someone in each generation after the Buddha must have maintained 

and conveyed the actual physical practice until it arrived in China and 

eventually reached to us.

Dōgen says, “Warmth arrived, and he attained the marrow at Shaoshi.” 

This is a reference to the Second Chinese Ancestor, Dazu Huike (487–593; 

Jpn.: Taiso Eka), with Shaoshi the place where Bodhidharma, the great 

legendary founder of Chan who came to China from India, is said to have 

“bestowed the marrow” of Dharma on Huike. Dōgen here seems to be 

celebrating and praising both Baizhang and Huangbo. We are still talking 

about this story today, and part of the point of these teaching stories is that 

they have been studied for a thousand years.

Baizhang just sat still. “How can we instruct people about the essential 
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vehicle from the ancients?” Yes, this is the challenge; my challenge in the 

teacher’s seat, and the challenge for all of us. How do we receive and carry 

on this wonderful way of practice of zazen and its teaching of inner mean-

ing? Baizhang simply said, “I thought you were that person,” and then he 

returned to the abbot’s quarters. Demonstrating how to just sit still, or 

remaining silent, are traditional Zen responses. Fundamentally all these 

teaching stories are simply commentaries on silence.

ZAZen As the teAcher of wholeness

Fortunately, we have a couple more commentaries by Dōgen about this 

story. Years after he wrote his verses on the ninety cases in volume 9 of 

Eihei Kōroku, late in his career in 1251 after he had moved away from the 

capital up into the mountains of Eiheiji in 1243, in a short Dharma hall 

discourse (423) Dōgen related the same story. Then he added:

Suppose someone said to me, Eihei, “What Dharma did pre-

vious sages present to people?” I would simply say to him, “I 

show people my sitting cushion.” So it is said, “I came to this 

land fundamentally to transmit the Dharma and save deluded 

people.”102

The job of a Zen teacher is simply to show people how to sit zazen, to 

find their way to just sit uprightly, facing the wall and themselves, to not 

run away from this body and mind, here and now. So Dōgen said, “If 

someone would ask me what Dharma to present to people, I show people 

my sitting cushion.” Then, “I came to this land fundamentally in order to 

transmit the Dharma and save deluded beings” is what Dōgen would say 

on behalf of Baizhang. This refers to the statement in the Lotus Sutra that 

all buddhas appear in the world simply for the single great cause of helping 

beings onto the path of awakening.103 One traditional mode for teachers 

commenting on the stories is to say what they would have said themselves 

in the same situation.
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fisticuffs And grAndmother Zen

Dōgen continues, “As to ‘What will descendants of later generations trans-

mit?’ I would simply tell him: I transmit it with my fists. Therefore it is 

said, ‘One blossom opens with five petals and naturally bears fruit.’” Why 

does Dōgen say, “I transmit it with my fists”? Some teachers in China used 

to strike their students to wake them up. One Chinese wild guy, the teacher 

Deshan Xuanjian (780–865; Jpn.: Tokusan Senkan), is famous for punch-

ing out his students. Perhaps he had some difficult disciples. Japanese 

monasteries have usually included mostly young men, who also may be 

used to this. But we do not do that in American Zen, and that is not what 

Dōgen meant either. Traditionally and now in America, Zen also includes 

Grandmother Zen. Some students need some tough father figure, and 

some people need grandmothers. Whatever you need is what Zen tries to 

give, whatever will help lead to just dropping body and mind.

When I lived in Japan bodhisattva spirit was most apparent in the old 

women, the grandmothers who would come out in the morning and hose 

down and sweep the street. Being out early they would say good morning 

to the kids and encourage them on their way to school. It was very sweet. 

But grandmothers can be tough too. One of the strictest teachers I ever 

had was Suzuki Roshi’s widow, Suzuki Sensei, when I studied chadō (the 

way of tea) with her for a little while. She lived at the Zen Center for many 

years after Suzuki Roshi died, watching over us. She could be very gentle 

and considerate, and she would invite people in for tea and conversation, 

but when she was teaching tea, she could be fierce. A tiny bit of the wrong 

movement, and she would let you know very definitely. She was tough but 

a wonderful person, training people in the spirit of performing the simple 

act of making tea properly. But I do not know any stories of her actually 

hitting anyone. In Japanese training Zen is a performance art. Not just 

for Zen monks, but also in many of the art forms: tea, martial arts, flower 

arranging, calligraphy; the point is to perform each action beautifully. The 

teacher’s job is to correct the students and stop them when they go off a 

tiny bit.
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When Dōgen says, “I transmit it with my fists,” what does he mean? 

Conveyed warm hand to warm hand; hands closed or hands open; just this 

round fist, or just this circle. How do we find our wholeness—each of us at 

our own seat, and together? Dōgen concludes this commentary, “Therefore 

it is said, ‘One blossom opens with five petals and naturally bears fruit.’” 

This is an old phrase attributed to Bodhidharma, but it is actually from 

much later and is often taken as a reference to the single transmission 

from Bodhidharma to the Second Ancestor and all five subsequent ances-

tors up to the great Sixth Ancestor, Huineng, or else as a reference to the 

historical fact of the later five houses of Chan in China. But I believe there 

is a deeper meaning. If someone were to ask me, “One blossom opens into 

five petals and naturally bears fruit—how is that?” I would say, we inhale, 

we exhale. Naturally in our witnessing the wholeness of our open heart, 

something happens, something bears fruit. One fist opens with five fin-

gers. Each in our own way, coming and going, we enter into our life, right 

here not turning away from our world and its suffering. Here we are. So 

Dōgen says, “I would simply say, I show people my sitting cushion.”

Brushing out sleeves

This wonderful practice of just sitting facing the wall, facing ourselves, 

breathing in and out, finding our inner wholeness and inner uprightness, 

that is enough. But then how do we share it? There are many teaching 

stories, and it is not necessary to learn all of them, as Dōgen seems to have 

done himself when he went to China. How shall we create new stories of 

awakening? How shall we transform our own stories of difficulties and 

conflict into stories of everyday awakening? This is a great challenge. Still, 

in sitting practice awakening opens in its own way.

Dōgen gave another, somewhat longer and more elaborate commentary 

on this same story of Baizhang and Huangbo in Dharma hall discourse 131 

in 1245, not so long after he moved from Kyoto. In this talk Dōgen offers 

a slightly varied version. After Huangbo asks, “What will our descendents 

in later generations transmit?” Baizhang brushed out his sleeves, stood 
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up, and said, “I had thought you were that person.”104 Brushing out one’s 

sleeves is traditionally a gesture of dismissal, but often in these old Zen 

stories much of what happens is ironic. What seems like praise or criti-

cism might be the opposite. When Baizhang stood up and brushed out his 

sleeves I believe he was not dismissive of Huangbo but satisfied. Saying 

“I had thought you were that person” was in some way entrusting this to 

Huangbo.

tiger’s striPes And drAgon mArkings

Dōgen has more to say, as usual. In his extended 1245 comments he adds:

These two old men could only speak of a tiger’s stripes, they 

could not speak of a person’s stripes. Moreover, they could not 

speak of a tiger without stripes, a person without stripes, a phoe-

nix without markings, or a dragon without markings. Why is 

this so? Great assembly, listen carefully. For the sake of people, 

the ancient ones just sat, without moving. For the sake of peo-

ple, later generations just return back to the abbot’s quarters. 

Although this is right, it is not yet fully completed. Where is it 

not complete? Great Assembly, you should know that if the ques-

tion is not complete, the response is not complete. Why didn’t 

Huangbo ask, “Ancient ones and those of later generations both 

receive the teacher [Baizhang’s] instructions. What is the con-

necting pivot right now?” 

This is what Dōgen would say:

When it is asked like this, look, how will Baizhang instruct him?

If someone would ask me, [Dōgen], “What Dharma did the 

ancient ones use long ago to instruct people?” then I would 

answer: Others put a rope through their own nostrils.
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Can you do that for each other?

If also asked, “What will our descendants in later generations trans-

mit?” then I would tell him: I pull myself by my own nostrils.

If someone also asked, “What is the connecting pivot right 

now?” then I would say to him: One person transmits emptiness, 

and then ten thousand people transmit reality.

What is going on in this commentary? The point of these stories is 

not to be mysterious or inscrutable. They are not nonsensical riddles that 

require a lobotomy to answer. There is a logic to them, and it helps to know 

what these images are about. “Putting a rope through my own nostrils” 

is a reference to the ox-herding pictures and their motif of Zen training. 

There are different versions of these pictures, sometimes six, sometimes 

ten, but they are prominent images in Zen, depicting the training process 

for becoming a whole person.105 One set of ox-herding pictures begins 

with a boy searching for the ox. Then he sees traces of the ox, then actually 

glimpses the ox, and eventually he catches it and rides it home. Follow-

ing this comes an image of nature, described as the ox forgotten. Then 

is a blank full moon, and finally old Hotei, the jolly laughing buddha, is 

portrayed “entering the marketplace with bliss-bestowing hands.” These 

images of the ox depict the process of training of this wild self, this condi-

tioned, confused, deluded self that we all are, though not separate from the 

self that is deeply interconnected and interwoven with all being.

Piercing nostrils

Zen is a practice for human beings, not for cows and cats, who already 

know beyond discriminations. Baizhang’s Dharma brother Nanquan 

Puyuan (748–835; Jpn.: Nansen Fugan) once declared, “The buddhas of 

past present and future do not know it is: cats and cows know it is.”106 But 

the image of the ox as referenced indirectly by Dōgen is about willingness 

to be trained. Dōgen uses the image of piercing one’s nostrils several times 
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in Eihei Kōroku. When I was translating this with Shohaku Okumura, I 

first assumed this image had to do with breathing. I still believe that is 

relevant, inhaling and exhaling fully with nostrils open. But also piercing 

nostrils describes putting a nose ring through the ox’s nose so that the ox 

can be led. We need to put ourselves in the position of being led, being 

trained, of serving Buddha.

Huangbo is asking Baizhang about the whole teacher and student pro-

cess. Baizhang just sat still. Nothing to do. He does not go around punch-

ing out people. Dōgen says, “If I were asked what will our descendents in 

later generations transmit I would say, ‘I pull myself by my own nostrils.’” 

In this ancient venerable tradition, no teacher can tell you how to be a bud-

dha. I cannot—and even if I could, would not want to—do that. My teacher 

could not do that for me. How do we find our own way, our own way to be 

led? Dragons and tigers, how do we pierce our own nostrils? When asked, 

Dōgen said, “Others put a rope through their own nostrils.”

It is up to each of us to find our way of being buddha. There is not one 

right way. In fact, there are many ways on each sitting cushion right now. 

The path is wild. The path is not a matter of a roadmap or a few rules 

and regulations. If it were that easy you could join Marine bootcamp and 

become a buddha. Not that you might not become a buddha by joining the 

Marines, but how do we allow ourselves to be led by Buddha? Returning 

to the first verse commentary by Dōgen:

Having been verified and transmitted by the previous ancestors,

How could the practice of a whole lifetime be in vain?

It is important to hear that this is the practice of a lifetime. However, a 

whole lifetime is right now. How can you appreciate your whole lifetime 

right now?

Long ago his face broke into a smile on Vulture Peak,

Warmth arrived and he attained the marrow on Shaoshi.
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That person is here now. How do we find our way to appreciate the Bud-

dha, and not just the Buddha represented on the altar? How do we bring 

our whole life to our whole life and sustain this? Dōgen talks often about 

buddha going beyond Buddha. You may show up and sit a period of zazen 

and feel wonderful, or feel lousy, either way appreciating just one period of 

zazen. Zen temples make this available to people. If someone comes and 

sits zazen once and never returns, still it is wonderful. Something about 

your whole lifetime is present now. Each of us also has various sanghas, 

many contexts, other realms. In those worlds as well, how do we put a rope 

through our own nostrils? How are we willing to be taken, or sometimes 

dragged, along the path? How do we allow the difficulties, conflicts, and 

challenges of our life to lead us on the way? What is the connecting pivot 

right now?

ten thousAnd showing uP

There is more to Dōgen’s reference to dragons and tigers. “These two old 

men could only speak of a tiger’s stripes, they could not speak of a per-

son’s stripes. Moreover, they could not speak of a tiger without stripes, a 

person without stripes, a phoenix without markings, or a dragon without 

markings.” How do we appreciate this training and conveyance, not need-

ing markings, special robes or status, no fancy attitudes? He continues, 

“Why is this so? Great assembly, listen carefully. For the sake of people the 

ancients just sat, without moving. For the sake of people, later generations 

just return back to the abbot’s quarters.” Just to show up and sit, and to 

support each other to show up and sit, in the present, is where buddha 

appears, on each cushion. So we are still discussing this story.

Saying a little more about the noninscrutable, non-koan aspect of teach-

ing, we might make a distinction between practice and training, although 

not a sharp distinction; they are not ultimately separate. People need a 

space where they can show up to practice, and just sit. Studying the teach-

ings and listening to Dharma talks has an effect and may be very helpful, 

but zazen is what is essential.
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Here is more about one line in Dōgen’s commentaries: “If someone 

asked, ‘What is the connecting pivot right now?’ then I would say to him: 

One person transmits emptiness, and then ten thousand people transmit 

reality.” As context, an old Chinese saying goes, “One dog howls mean-

inglessly, and ten thousand dogs follow.” Dōgen might be implying that 

the teaching of emptiness is a mere provisional skillful means, although 

it does continue to manifest the true Dharma. But also, each person’s 

practice can influence ten thousand. Supporting others to practice, slow 

down a little, and breathe and relax their minds a bit, the impact cannot be 

tracked or traced. People who experience zazen may go out into their lives 

and their jobs and be a little kinder or more generous, and ten thousand 

flowers bloom.

sPirituAl friends

That is the side of Zen “practice,” and it is wonderful. But for those inter-

ested in piercing your nostrils and being guided, there are ways to give 

yourself to what might be called a training program. One training format 

involves formally receiving bodhisattva precepts as laypeople or as Zen 

priests. The precepts are guidelines on how to live in this world, and they 

are not only for people who have gone through the formal ceremony of 

lay ordination; actually we all receive them together. Zen teachers are 

also available to talk in individual practice interviews, if you want to try 

to do this training, putting a rope through your nostrils. Longer sittings 

and residential retreats are also helpful to training context. The tradition 

certainly recommends consulting with teachers about your practice. It is 

helpful to see Zen teachers simply as good spiritual friends (kalyāna mitra 

in Sanskrit). Idealizing teachers as exalted perfect masters has caused 

much damage in American Buddhism. As a teacher I just have consid-

erable experience in this practice over decades, and my job and joy is to 

share that experience. Good training can be very flexible and informal. 

There is not one right way to be training in the path and the lineage of 

Dōgen and all the ancestors. Such training is an individual matter, worked 
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out by agreement between teacher and student, and subject to continuous 

adjustment.

But it is fine if you do not want be an ox and pierce your nostrils. Some 

people like the piercing; some do not. Just to show up and sit still, qui-

etly like Baizhang, is excellent and transformative practice, helpful to all 

beings. My job as a Zen priest is to keep this opportunity alive and available 

for later generations, and all who engage this practice are helping.

How do we see the dragons without markings? How do we see our way 

of aligning ourselves with wholeness? How do we find our way to oneness 

that includes everything? The point of Buddhism is to alleviate suffering. 

Period. How may we relieve the suffering of the world in all its varied 

forms? One way to understand the first Noble Truth of suffering is that 

everything is just a little off. It has always been that way and perhaps it 

always will. And yet there is a path to find a way to wholeness, openness, 

toward sharing this together. On this path we sometimes need to be willing 

to be led; led by ourselves, by Buddha, by a spiritual friend.

Please be willing to make mistakes. The way usually is not just one 

straight road. That would be too boring. Lose your way. Sometimes our 

practice is to wobble to one side, then return to upright. Wobble to the other 

side, then again return to upright. Allow yourself to lose your way, but do 

not forget where the nose rings are. This is a practice for human beings. 

When you do lose your way and make mistakes, try not to create harm for 

yourselves or others. One problem in reading these old stories is thinking 

the ancient masters were super-beings. They were just people. Lose your 

way, but then return. Do not forget the rest of us. The individual student 

holds a great deal of responsibility in Zen. There are teachers, many librar-

ies of texts with sutras and commentaries, and there is sangha, perhaps 

the greatest teacher, as we try to find the way together. But each of us has 

to show up, to be willing to be a dragon with or without markings, to be 

willing to be part of the circle of uprightness. This is not easy. And yet it 

is a matter of just being willing to not run away from ourselves, to stay 

present. I believe it is helpful toward remaining present to smile just a bit 

during zazen, as Thich Nhat Hanh has suggested.
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Over time training may shift or change. Yet we still have these old sto-

ries. We are making it up for our situation, but we also have patterns to 

follow. Gary Snyder says when making an axe handle, the pattern is right 

at hand. We must shift and adapt our training modes, because no matter 

how hard we might try to be in Kamakura Japan, or Song China, here we 

are, twenty-first-century United States. The practice and training manifest 

as a vital, living being. Just sitting still and silent is very helpful. 



Dropping Body-Mind,  
and the Pregnant Temple Pillars

droPPing off As the end And the Beginning

Here is a short Dharma hall discourse (501) from Eihei Kōroku from 

1252 at Eiheiji, where Dōgen was training his monks, a year before 

he died. Dōgen says:

Body and mind dropped off is the beginning of our effort, but 

when a temple pillar becomes pregnant, how do we discern their 

absence? The thick cloud matting spread over the mountain 

peaks is still, and above the heights the round moon shines in 

all directions. It stands alone, eminent, not relying on anything. 

The lofty buddha body does not fall into various kinds. Therefore, 

an ancient worthy said, “The sage empties out his heart. The 

ten thousand things are nothing other than my own production. 

Only a sage can understand the ten thousand things and make 

them into oneself.” At this very moment how is it? Do you want 

to understand this clearly?

After a pause Dōgen said: The moon moves following the boat, 

with the ocean vast. Spring turns following the sun, with the 

sunflowers red.107
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Shohaku Okumura and I added names at the beginning of each 

Dharma hall discourse, calling this one “Moonlight Over the Pregnant 

Temple Pillars.”

Dōgen starts by talking about body and mind dropped off, the subject of 

this short Dharma hall discourse. It is humorous that he says, “Body and 

mind dropped off is the beginning of our effort.” Dropping off body and 

mind is an important technical term for Dōgen, in Japanese shinjin datsur-

aku. Body and mind dropped away is a name Dōgen uses for zazen, which 

he sees as simply dropping off body and mind. But it is also his name 

for annuttara sam. yak sam. bodhi, “Complete unsurpassed perfect enlight-

enment,” and yet also he calls it the “beginning of our effort.” “Body and 

mind dropped off” refers in part to the letting go of our ancient, twisted 

karmic attachment to this limited body and mind. We are conditioned to try 

to acquire objects to embellish, enhance, or improve this body and mind. 

Just dropping off body and mind is to abandon that effort of acquisitive-

ness, and it is a statement of the ultimate for Dōgen.

The traditional story behind this phrase is that when he was training 

with his teacher in a monastery in China in 1227, some twenty-five years 

before this talk, Dōgen was sitting in the monks’ hall late one night and 

his teacher, Tiantong Rujing, walked behind the meditating monks while 

the person sitting next to Dōgen was sleeping. Rujing took off his slipper 

and hit the sleeping monk, saying, “You are supposed to be dropping off 

body and mind; why are you engaged in just sleeping instead of just sit-

ting?” Supposedly Dōgen was greatly awakened upon hearing this. He 

thereupon went to Rujing’s room and offered incense, saying that he had 

dropped body and mind. When Rujing immediately approved him, Dōgen 

is said to have asked that he not be confirmed so quickly. Rujing said that 

this was dropping off dropped off. If you drop off body and mind, please 

let go of that too.

Modern Sōtō scholars question whether this incident really happened, 

because they cannot find any record of Dōgen’s teacher talking about “Body 

and mind dropped off.” Certainly this does not refer to a dramatic satori or 

kenshō awakening experience, as sometimes claimed, since Dōgen never 
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mentions this incident and clearly does not encourage seeking such experi-

ences.108 But an earlier teacher in his lineage, Hongzhi Zhengjue (some of 

whose writings I translated in Cultivating the Empty Field), does speak in 

some ways about dropping body-mind.109 At any rate, this phrase, “Drop-

ping away body and mind,” is very important for Dōgen as the ultimate 

goal and the true essence of zazen practice.

Dōgen begins this Dharma hall discourse by saying, “Body and mind 

dropped off is the beginning of our effort.” He is following the practice 

style of Sōtō Zen to start from the very top of the mountain. Then we have 

to spend years sometimes filling in the background. Here he is saying that 

the ultimate attainment is only the beginning of practice.

PillArs Alive

“When a temple pillar becomes pregnant, how do we discern the absence 

of body and mind?” How can we see that body and mind have dropped off, 

are absent, when the temple pillars become pregnant? This phrase about 

the temple pillar getting pregnant sounds like an enigmatic Zen saying. 

Somebody once asked the great master Yunmen, “What is the meaning 

of the Buddha Dharma?” and he said to go ask the temple pillars.110 I am 

sure those pillars had heard many Dharma talks.

There are many other phrases in Zen about the apparently inanimate 

coming alive, such as, “When the wooden man begins to sing, the stone 

woman gets up to dance,” or, “A dragon howls in a withered tree.” Deep in 

winter the first intimation of spring are the plums blossoming, so Dōgen 

also says, “The plum blossoms open afresh on the same withered branch 

as last year.”111 There was a famous teacher whose zendo was called the 

Dead Stump Hall, because his students sat still like dead tree stumps. 

Dōgen is talking here about body and mind dropped off as the beginning 

of our effort when he asks, “When the temple pillars get pregnant then 

how do we discern their absence?” Our practice is to sit facing the wall, 

inhaling, exhaling, still as a dead tree stump. We turn within, let go, and 

put aside worldly affairs and concerns for forty minutes, or for a day, or 
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perhaps for a week, or a practice period. And of course these concerns may 

jump up behind us and chatter away. But when we really can just let go, 

in what is sometimes called the great death, then eventually deep life may 

emerge. The dragon howls in a withered tree. The stone woman gets up 

to dance. The temple pillars become pregnant. In spring the buds prepare 

an outburst, just like last year. So ultimately, beyond dropping body and 

mind, Zen is about finding and reclaiming true life, our true vitality and 

energy, which is not separate from anything, totally connected with the 

whole world. This is what we practice.

Body and mind may be dropped off, but that does not mean that we 

have no awareness; quite the opposite. When body and mind have dropped 

away, how do we discern their absence? This great death is sometimes 

confused with having no thoughts or feelings as the goal, and then we 

hear about the heretical school of Lobotomy Zen. That surgical operation is 

not recommended. You do not have to become stupid to be a Zen student, 

although it is all right if you happen to be stupid. You do not have to be 

smart either. But Zen is not about getting rid of your thoughts and feelings. 

It is simply about letting them totally drop away. Then how do we discern 

their absence? How can we know it if we have dropped body and mind?

connecting to clouds Below And the sAge’s self

Dōgen explains, saying, “The thick cloud matting spread over the moun-

tain peaks is still, and above the heights the round moon shines in all direc-

tions.” When high enough up in the mountains, you can look down and 

see the cloud covering below. Maybe the moon appears, shining, whether 

the moon is full or crescent. “It stands alone, eminent, not relying on 

anything. The lofty buddha body does not fall into various kinds.” It is 

noteworthy that he does not call it the buddha mind or buddha awareness; 

it is the lofty buddha body. This is a kind of physical body, part of the world 

of form. Though entering into the world of form, yet it does not fall into the 

particularities of the phenomenal world, all the various kinds of things.

Then Dōgen quotes Sengzhao (374 or 385–414; Jpn.: Sōjō), whom he calls 
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an ancient worthy. Sengzhao was a great early Chinese Buddhist scholar, 

teacher, and sage in the fifth century, before Bodhidharma. Sengzhao was 

a student and assistant of the great translator Kumārajīva (344–413), trans-

lator of most of the sutras studied in East Asia. There were other great 

translators, but Kumārajīva translated most of the Mahāyāna scriptures, 

including the Lotus Sutra, the Vimalakīrti Sutra, the Diamond Sutra, and 

other Perfection of Wisdom Sutras. Kumārajīva was from Central Asia and 

was brought to China, where the emperor made him translate all these 

sutras. In addition to supplying him with good Chinese scholars to help 

him produce fine Chinese translations of the Indian sutras, the emperor 

tried an experiment in eugenics, and he forced on Kumārajīva a harem 

to engage his superior genetic ability to produce other new translators. 

I do not know if any of his progeny ever produced any translations, but 

perhaps even the temple pillars in Kumārajīva’s temple became pregnant. 

Sengzhao was one of Kumārajīva’s assistants and himself a great scholar 

who later wrote important commentaries.

Dōgen quotes from Sengzhao, who said, “The sage empties out his 

heart.” This character could be read as “mind” as well as “heart.” It liter-

ally means “to cherish.” It is the mind, but not like the head. We translated 

this as, “The sage empties out his heart. The ten thousand things are noth-

ing other than my own production.” In some ways we create the world, 

inhalation after exhalation after inhalation. How we see the world is our 

own production. But it is not that we create the world only by ourselves, 

because there is also the world that exists as a mutual coproduction of all 

beings. Maybe it would be more accurate to say, “The ten thousand things 

are nothing other than our own production.” But here Sengzhao explicitly 

calls it “my” own production.

Then Sengzhao says, “Only a sage can understand the ten thousand 

things and bring them into the self.” This is a famous quote in Sōtō Zen, 

as it was important to the great Chinese teacher Shitou Xiqian (700–790; 

Jpn.: Sekitō Kisen), the teacher who wrote “Harmony of Difference and 

Sameness” (Sandōkai) and “Song of the Grass Hut.”112 Case 91 in the Book 

of Serenity relates that Shitou was vastly awakened when he read this quote. 
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Thomas Cleary’s translation of the entire Sengzhao passage goes: “The 

ultimate man is empty and hollow; he has no form, yet of the myriad things 

there is none that is not his own making. Who can understand myriad 

things as oneself? Only a sage.” Shitou awakened as he read this, and his 

response to this quote was to say, “A sage has no self, yet there is nothing 

that is not himself.”113 It is said that thereupon Shitou wrote “Harmony of 

Difference and Sameness.” What Dōgen and Sengzhao are talking about 

here is how we are related to the entire world. What is the relationship 

between ourselves and this lofty moon, which does not depend on any-

thing? What is our relationship to this energy that springs forth in spring? 

When spring arises we feel it in everything, in the flowers, the animals, 

and the grasses, but also in ourselves.

When you feel that connection with all things, however we each may feel 

it, then let go of needing it to be outside. Be willing to come back into the 

temple, or into your house; to wash the dishes or go to your job. It is okay 

to dance wildly in the mountains. But then please come back and hang 

out with the rest of us.

the Zen secret

How do we see our connection to all beings? How do we see their con-

nection to our own arising energy and vitality? How do we see the temple 

pillars getting pregnant in the light of all beings, under the light of the 

moon? Dōgen’s image of the clouds covering the mountain peaks with the 

moon above reminds me of those wonderful Japanese rock gardens, “dry 

landscapes,” with a simple bed of raked gravel and a few rocks in some 

wonderfully asymmetric, syncopated arrangement, arising out of the gravel. 

This is about form and emptiness. How do we find our own true form in 

the middle of emptiness? It is possible to find our true life and vitality in the 

middle of feeling deadness. When we just let go and feel there is nothing 

left, if we can stay present and keep breathing and sitting for the last five or 

ten minutes, when it is really difficult and the bell has not yet rung, if we just 

keep sitting, it is possible that the temple pillars may become pregnant.
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“The sage has no self, yet there is nothing that is not himself.” This is 

dropping body and mind. We do not try to change ourselves or the world 

to obtain some benefit. In fact, we are already deeply connected with every-

thing, but that does not mean that we just kind of collapse. We can be quite 

lively in that situation, as an expression of the ten thousand things. If we 

are connected with all things, when there is nothing that is not ourself, 

then we actually are dancing with everything. Excuse me for saying it so 

blatantly. This is the great Zen secret. Please forget that you read that!

The entire quote from Sengzhao (in Thomas Cleary’s translation) says:

The mysterious Way is in ineffable enlightenment, enlighten-

ment is in merging with reality, merging with reality involves 

seeing existence and non-existence as equal, and when you see 

them equally, then others and self are not two. Therefore, heaven, 

earth, and I have the same root; the myriad things and I are one 

body.

This is that buddha body, shining above, not relying on anything.

Being the same as me, they are no longer existent or non- existent; 

if they were different from me, that would oppose communica-

tion. Therefore, neither going out nor being within, the Way 

subsists in between.

This is saying that the teaching, the Dharma, reality itself, is a relation-

ship. We are not the same and not different. But the energy that flows 

between us and all things, and between each of us, is where the buddha 

body is, and where the Dharma is alive.

dreAm flowers

Interestingly, the Book of Serenity case with this quote seems to criticizes 

Shitou, or at least Sengzhao. The passage from Sengzhao was quoted by a 
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government official named Lugeng, who was a student of the great teacher 

Nanquan Puyuan (748–835: Jpn.: Nansen Fugan). The commentator to 

the Book of Serenity says, “Lugeng quoted these lines as being wonderful. 

He hardly realized that this indeed is talking about a dream. Even so, even 

someone as great as Master Shitou was vastly awakened to the Way while 

reading Sengzhao.” Then he goes on to talk about the quote. The case or 

story to which this is a commentary is relevant, and it has a somewhat dif-

ferent fundamental interpretation from Dōgen’s.

In the story that is the main case, Officer Lugeng said to Nanquan, 

“Teaching Master Sengzhao was quite extraordinary. He was able to say, 

‘Heaven and earth have the same root. Myriad things are one body.’” That 

is part of Sengzhao’s long quote. Hearing this, Nanquan pointed to a peony 

in the garden where they were walking and said, “People today see this 

flower as in a dream.”

Perhaps Nanquan was not criticizing Sengzhao, but still he questioned 

this lofty talk about only a sage understanding the ten thousand things and 

taking them into him- or herself. Nanquan wondered about how to actually 

smell the flowers. How do we not get caught in some dream of awakening 

or a mere dream of dropping off body and mind? Nanquan challenges us to 

really appreciate and engage this moment we inhabit and the fragrance of 

this very world. I like this story and I like this little talk by Dōgen, because 

they do not let us off the hook anywhere.

the moon moves And sPring returns

After that quote from Sengzhao in Dharma hall discourse 501, Dōgen asks 

his monks, “At this very moment how is it? Do you want to understand this 

clearly?” Then after a pause, Dōgen said, “The moon moves following the 

boat, with the ocean vast. Spring turns following the sun, with the sunflow-

ers red.” It is not just that the moon shines over the ocean and we see the 

reflection of the moon everywhere, in the waves and in the stillness of the 

ocean, with the Pacific Ocean actually peaceful. But beyond that, the moon 

moves, following the boat. We can only see the moon depending on where 



   dropping body-mind, and the pregnant temple pillars     163

we actually sit right now. Spring turns following the sun. It is early Febru-

ary now. Is it spring out? Here we have some wonderful flowers outside.

This talk by Dōgen is about how we find our deep life and vitality. If you 

try and grasp for it, that is not it. We have to be willing to just sit, right in 

the middle of this body, this mind, this life. And really let go. And then let 

go again. And when we drop off body and mind, this is the beginning of 

our effort, according to Dōgen. A charming aspect of Dōgen’s Zen is his 

constant talking about going beyond. There is no end to it; you are never 

going to finally, completely understand or “get it.” But don’t worry; just 

let go of it. This is really wonderful, because Buddha is actually alive not 

static, extremely benevolent, and totally interconnected with all beings. The 

more different beings you happen to run into, the more it unfolds. It is not 

about getting something or understanding anything; it does not matter if 

you understand a word I have said or that Dōgen said. 

But you should enjoy it, and play with it, and allow it to sing in your 

body and mind.





Practice-Realization-Expression 

the wonder Beyond words

I want to acknowledge the truth of the Dharma that even were I to 

write a hundred pages about the following teaching, these words could 

not possibly come close to reaching the wonder of just sitting together on 

a beautiful spring morning. The wonder of just being present is beyond 

any words.

But I will comment on a teaching by Dōgen from Dōgen’s Extensive Record 

from his earlier teaching in Kyoto. It is about the oneness of enlighten-

ment, practice, and expression, from a hōgo, or Dharma words, which were 

letters he wrote to his Zen students. He starts:

With the whole body just as it is, who would get stuck in any 

place? With the entire body familiar, how could we find our way 

back to a source? Already beyond the single phrase, how could we 

be troubled by the three vehicles? When you open your hand, it is 

just right; when your body is activated it immediately appears.114

The tradition of zazen, or sitting meditation, is about just being present 

in this life, this body and mind, and becoming very familiar with how it is 

to be this person in this reality just as it is, right now. “With the entire body 

familiar, how could we find our way back to a source?” The main practice 

in Dōgen’s Zen is considered in other systems of Buddhist meditation and 
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thought as the highest, most advanced, most developed kind of meditation. 

Our style is to just dive in at the top of the mountain. It may seem so simple 

that it feels difficult, or it may seem puzzling. Just become familiar with 

the entire body: This body on our cushion, this body in this sitting place, 

the body of the specific neighborhood around us as we sit.

A little further Dōgen says:

Truly, the point of the singular transmission between buddha 

ancestors, the essential meaning of the direct understanding 

beyond words, does not adhere to the situation of the kōans of 

the previous wise ones, or the entryways to enlightenment. . . . It 

does not exist in the commentaries and assessments with words 

and phrases, in the exchange of questions and answers, in the 

understandings with intellectual views, in the mental calcula-

tions of thought, in conversations about mysteries and wonders, 

or in explanations of mind and nature.

Even though there may be many wonderful phrases and understandings 

expressed, the emphasis in this practice and teaching and expression is 

just how to take care of the present situation. How do we take care of our 

everyday activities? How do we allow this practice-realization-expression 

to find its voice and body and mind and its love in our everyday ordinary 

world?

the friend of not knowing

Dōgen continues, “Only when one releases the handles [ from all these 

teachings], without retaining what has been glimpsed, is it perfectly com-

plete right here, and can fill the eyes. Behind the head, the path of genuine 

intimacy opens wide; in front of the face, not knowing is a good friend.” We 

may have all kinds of wonderful understandings, but our best friend is just 

not knowing, the openness of not knowing how to proceed, not knowing 

exactly what the world is, not even knowing who we are. Many people yearn 
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for some understanding. Being smart monkeys, we wish to understand. 

That is fine, but actually, the practice and expression of enlightenment, the 

enlightenment of practice and expression, is right here, before and after 

and outside of whatever we think we understand, no matter how good our 

understanding might be.

Dōgen says this even more strongly in a different place, in a letter to one 

of his nun disciples, Ryōnen. Dōgen had many women disciples, but he 

praised Ryōnen in particular, saying her practice was wonderful. He ends 

one of his letters to her by saying:

Without begrudging any effort in nurturing the Way, for you 

I will demonstrate the precise meaning [of the ultimate truth 

of Buddha]. That is, if you do not hold on to a single phrase or 

half a verse, a bit of talk or a small expression, in this lump of 

red flesh you will have some accord with the clear, cool ground. 

If you hold on to a single word or half a phrase of the buddha 

ancestors’ sayings or of the koans from the ancestral gate, they 

will become dangerous poisons. If you want to understand this 

mountain monk’s activity, do not remember these comments. 

Truly avoid being caught up in thinking.115

Dōgen is disclosing that the ultimate teaching is not to remember what 

he is saying. This is pretty funny, I think. 

Sometimes, as a sort of game, I have asked a Zen student who I know 

has gone to a Dharma talk, “What did the teacher talk about?” Many times 

even very good Zen students do not remember. Or they may remember 

something about the topic but not anything else. But it is also okay if you 

do happen to remember.

not rememBering, informed By dhArmA

But actually Dōgen has given you a problem, and now I have as well. 

If you remember that you do not need to remember these words, then 
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you are remembering these words. And if you do not remember that you 

do not need to remember these words, then you might remember them 

and make them into a poison. I am sorry to have to say it, but you have a 

problem . . . 

But the point of this or any Dharma writing is not the words themselves. 

It is your paying attention and hearing. I remember many years ago a prac-

tice discussion I had with San Francisco Zen Center Abbess Linda Cutts, 

which was very helpful to me, and I confess that I do remember it. She 

said that you do not need to remember the insights or teachings arising in 

your zazen. When you are informed by the teaching it is in your form, and 

when you need it, it will be there. To be informed by this Dharma or any 

Dharma words, or Dōgen’s words, is to allow this practice expression into 

your body and mind. It is not primarily about your thinking. Whether you 

remember some of it or do not remember any of it, that is fine. But when 

it is needed, this Dharma is here.

Dōgen says in the first letter, “Within this [true Dharma] there is prac-

tice, teaching, and enlightenment. This practice is the effort of our zazen.” 

It does require some effort just to arrive at the meditation hall, to get to 

your cushion, to sit upright, to keep your eyes open, breathe, and return to 

being present and upright in this body and mind. This is the effort of zazen 

practice. The Chinese character Dōgen used in these passages for the word 

“enlightenment” from among the three commonly used characters means 

literally “verification” instead of “enlightenment” or “awakening,” indicat-

ing the verification of enlightenment. The following quotes simply use 

“enlightenment.” But Dōgen is emphasizing confirmed enlightenment.

cArrying the rAft uP the other shore

Dōgen adds, “It is customary that such practice is not abandoned even 

after reaching buddhahood, so that it is still practiced by a buddha.” 

Even after becoming Buddha, Śākyamuni Buddha continued to practice. 

When he became enlightened, that was not the end of Buddhism, but just  

the beginning.
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Dōgen goes on to say:

Teaching and enlightenment should be examined in the same 

way. This zazen was transmitted from Buddha to Buddha, directly 

pointed out by ancestors, and only transmitted by legitimate suc-

cessors. Even when others hear of its name, it is not the same as 

the zazen of buddha ancestors. This is because the principle of 

zazen in other schools is to wait for enlightenment.

We easily tend to think of this practice that, if we wait long enough, we 

will eventually be enlightened. We imagine if we put enough hours into 

sitting on this cushion, or enough lifetimes, some day, somewhere, when 

you least expect it, there it will be, the big Enlightenment.

Dōgen says, “The principle of zazen in other schools is to wait for 

enlightenment.” Many branches of Buddhism seem to encourage practic-

ing to eventually reach enlightenment. Dōgen criticizes that perspective. 

He says, for example, some people practice as having crossed over a great 

ocean on a raft, “thinking that upon crossing the ocean one should discard 

the raft.” That notion is very sensible. This simile of the raft is common in 

Buddhism, that once we have reached the other shore we do not need the 

raft any more. But Dōgen implies that one should still carry the raft while 

climbing up the mountains. The practice continues.

“The zazen of our buddha ancestors is not like [waiting for enlighten-

ment], but is simply Buddha’s practice.” Dōgen’s practice is not practice 

to acquire something, some so-called enlightenment somewhere else, in 

some other time, or other state of mind. This is not practice to get high, 

or reach some altered state of consciousness or being. This is actually the 

practice of our enlightenment and realization expressed right now. Enlight-

enment and realization naturally lead to practice. There is no enlighten-

ment that is not actually put into practice. That would just be some idea 

of enlightenment, not true enlightenment. Each person is practicing their 

realization right now and realizing their practice right now. This is simply 

Buddha’s practice.
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enActing the meditAtion technology

In many schools of Buddhism there are wonderful techniques, and a whole 

meditation technology, which is sometimes very helpful. It may help to 

know how to follow your breath, or count breaths, or settle your mind, 

even to recite mantras in zazen, or to sit in the middle of the ancient sto-

ries. Using such supports is fine, but those particular techniques may be 

enacted with this attitude of Buddha’s practice, not about practicing such 

techniques in order to get something else. This is deeply counterintuitive. 

Almost everyone comes to practice because of some problem. We want to 

feel better, to reduce stress, or to learn how to deal with our loss, confusion, 

frustration, greed, rage, or sadness. Meditation does help those situations. 

But it is not that we meditate for the purpose of accomplishing that. Just 

your thought of practice already is Buddha’s practice.

exPression At the heArt

Dōgen says:

We could say that the situation of Buddha’s house is the oneness 

in which the essence, practice, and expounding are one and the 

same. The essence is enlightenment; expounding is the teach-

ing; and practice is cultivation. Even up to now, these have been 

studied together. We should know that practice is the practice of 

essence and expounding.

This Chinese character called “expounding” here also means simply “to 

express,” and in the following I will sometimes use the word express where 

we used expound in the text. Speaking as a Dharma teacher I am officially 

and institutionally expounding the Dharma. But since the same character 

can be used for “expounding” and “expressing,” each reader, right now, 

in the way you are sitting, in the way you are thinking, in your breathing 

as you read, is expressing your practice-realization. You are always doing 
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this. It is not that it is automatic, but, still, right now you are express-

ing your practice-realization. The enlightenment of your practice is being 

expressed. This is actually the way it is, the reality of all things.

Dōgen then says, “The practice is the practice of the essence [or enlight-

enment] and expounding; and expounding [or expressing] is to expound the 

enlightenment and the practice; and the essence is the enlightenment of 

expounding and practice.” There is no enlightenment that is not expressed. 

This enlightenment that you are expressing, which is the enlightenment 

of your practice right now, is not some idea about enlightenment that you 

might have. Actually, if you have ideas about enlightenment, you should 

realize and practice and express your ideas about enlightenment. But these 

ideas are not the enlightenment that you are expressing and practicing. It 

is very natural to have these ideas. It is okay to be a human being. Dōgen 

is emphasizing that practice-enlightenment is a mode of expression, and 

he requires that we express enlightened practice.

Dōgen then goes on:

If practice is not the practice of expressing and is not the practice 

of enlightenment, how can we say that it is the practice of Bud-

dha Dharma? If our expression is not the expression of practice 

and is not the expression of enlightenment, it is difficult to call 

it [true] expression of Buddha Dharma. If enlightenment is not 

the enlightenment of practice, and is not the enlightenment of 

expressing, how can we name it the enlightenment of the Bud-

dha Dharma? Just know that Buddha Dharma is one in the begin-

ning, middle, and end. It is good in the beginning, middle, and 

end; it is nothing in the beginning, middle, and end; and it is 

empty in the beginning, middle, and end.

Our expression as the expression of our practice-realization is always 

occurring, but that does not mean just passive acceptance of whatever is 

happening. We actually do have to express it in order to give expression. 

This is the practice-realization, and the Buddha, that you are expressing 
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right now. How you are as you read, how your back is, your posture as you 

sit; all that is your expression now. We have the responsibility to actually 

express our practice and our awakening and realization.

Dōgen adds, “This single matter never comes from the forceful activity 

of people, but from the beginning is the expression and activity of Dharma 

[or of reality, or truth].” People’s postures are always inevitably express-

ing their current realization. But the effort and enactment of the practice 

derives from the responsibility to ever more thoroughly enact that expres-

sion. “This single matter” refers to a line in the Lotus Sutra, which says 

that the single matter of buddhas appearing in the world, and we could 

say the single matter of a buddha’s practice and expression appearing in 

the world, is simply to become aware of and assist suffering beings into 

their own path toward awakening. This means helping beings into their 

own path to helping others into their own path to helping others. This is 

the purpose of buddhas.

This practice-enlightenment-expression begins with our awareness of 

suffering, awakening to the first Noble Truth. The world is not the way 

we think it should be or see that it might be. Again and again we have to 

come back to recognizing the pain of the world and of ourselves and our 

friends, and listen to it, realize it. This is the starting point of this practice-

expression-realization.

When we are aware, then we naturally respond. In Buddhism the name 

of the bodhisattva of compassion is “the one who hears the sounds and 

cries of the world.” In Buddhism, compassion first of all means just to lis-

ten. We hear our own pain, our own weariness, confusion, or frustrations, 

and then see and hear pain in our friends and families and the people with 

whom we come in close contact. First, just listen. Then we hear it further 

in the world around us and open to this truth of the sadness and cruelty 

of the world. Out of this comes our responsibility. We do not know what to 

do. We do not know how to fix the world, and maybe that is not even the 

point. But just from listening we find a sense of this possibility of active 

compassion.
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the PAssion of PrActice

When you enter a zendo and look at people sitting, you may think they are 

being very stoic or stern. But actually, to keep doing this practice, period 

after period, day after day, year after year, is a very passionate practice. It 

is passionate because it is compassionate. We are willing to be with our 

own passions and the passions of others, and this being together with the 

suffering and passion and confusion of others is a definition of compas-

sion. We are willing to be with this suffering, willing to listen to each other, 

because we know how wonderful it feels to actually be heard ourselves. 

When we are willing to then also hear others, this is the response of com-

passion in Buddhism.

This expression is not passive. Presenting this practice-realization-

expression is not automatic. We have a responsibility. Dōgen says, “This 

single matter never comes from the forceful activity of people.” Our 

responsibility is not based on our ideas of how things should be. He says, 

“From the beginning it is the expression and activity of Dharma,” of the 

teaching of the truth. When we are realizing and practicing and express-

ing this, we do offer some response, sometimes just being present and 

listening. With the songs of the birds or the cries of our friends, there is 

some way to respond.

Dōgen continues, “We already know that there is teaching, practice, and 

enlightenment within Buddha Dharma. A single moment in a cultivated 

field always includes many times.” Literally Dōgen uses a double nega-

tive, saying: A single moment in a cultivated field never does not include 

every time. Just being present we are meeting all of our own past, and 

the past of our world and our friends, as well as our future. We are open 

to the processes of our response and expression and realization, and to 

our practice of this practice-realization-expression. Our response has an 

effect in the future, and in the present and the past, even though we do 

not understand that. But even if you do not understand it, still this is actu-

ally our responsibility. The expression is already just this. We are already 

expressing ourselves and our practice and our realization right now. The 
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practice is also just this, right here. And enlightenment is also thus. This 

is the way it is. There is no other enlightenment somewhere else, over in 

India or Japan or Tibet. We are here, just sitting, right now.

the rAnge of PrActice exPression, Beyond control

Dōgen adds, “As such, we cannot control whether or not we ourselves can 

control the teaching, the practice, and enlightenment.” He does not merely 

say that we cannot control it, but that we cannot even control whether 

or not we control it. Maybe there are times when it is almost as if your 

practice-realization-expression is controlling and taking care of all of the 

suffering of the world, or at least some piece of the suffering. This might 

be so, we do not know. This is the range of this practice, the raft we carry 

as we walk in the mountains.

Dōgen ends by saying, “Wherever they [teaching, practice, and enlight-

enment] have penetrated, how could there not be Buddha Dharma?” 

Always there is some expounding, some expression that you are doing in 

all of your movements. Zen students are passionate about expressing their 

practice-realization, whether or not they know it. This practice-realization-

expression responds to suffering, the pain of the world, but also enjoys the 

wonders of the world. We do not have to be gloomy and depressed. But if 

that is where you are, please express that, with realization and practice.

Responding to the sources of suffering in the world is our enlightenment-

 practice-expression. Through zazen and the bodhisattva precepts, we aim 

to benefit all beings, prevent harm while supporting life, to be generous, 

and speak truth. Our practice is to sit upright and study and awaken to 

our delusions, to be this person right here. When the bell rings, we get up 

from the cushion and go out and take care of our lives and relate to the 

people around us. And the bodhisattva precepts are guidelines to how we 

express our zazen mind, our expression of realization-practice in everyday 

activity.
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PrActice-exPression “resPonse ABility” 

This expression happens in three realms: within, just sitting on our cush-

ion; in our personal relationships, our work life and family life and with 

friends; and also in relationship to the world around us, to our society. Just 

as we do not practice for some future enlightenment but as the expression 

of our enlightenment right now, similarly we do not wait for some future 

enlightenment to express actively our current practice and enlightenment. 

We always are responding in some way. We have some responsibility to say 

something as we meet and listen to the world around us. Our expression 

of our practice-realization, as Dōgen describes it, and our responding to 

conditions of suffering, even without knowing all the answers, has some-

thing to offer. Responding from this realization and practice is not about 

opinions. We all have opinions, likely not all the same. But how do we 

respond to the world around us from whatever we realize in our practice 

and from whatever we practice as our realization now?

I encourage everyone to develop awareness, to face the sufferings of 

the world and our society, not to turn away. Sometimes we need to take a 

break amid all the corruption, cruelty, and recklessness, but inasmuch as 

you can, work at paying attention to what is happening. In Buddhism we 

learn that awareness is transformative. How awareness is transformative 

does not occur based on our expectations or desired outcomes. Express 

something when you have something to express. Share information with 

friends; respond as best you can. There are many ways to respond, and no 

one right way to respond. Just sitting and wishing well to people in various 

parts of the world might have an effect.

You may read spiritual teachings as a way to escape from fears. But with 

awareness of fears, we can respond amid them. Whatever fears our society 

encourages, we can admit and acknowledge our fears. This is expression of 

our practice-realization. See what is happening, and consider how to share 

your truth with others. Also listen to others, so as not to get stuck with 

one particular opinion. There is no one right way to respond. We express 
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our practice-realization however we can, not just for ourselves, but for the 

world around us. 

My faith is that this practice and teaching of the buddhas is actually 

relevant to our world. This practice-awareness-expression has something 

to offer. Not needing to feel overwhelmed or despair, our willingness and 

responsibility to be present in our fear and continue to express practice-

realization for the world has great power. We do not know if our awareness 

will stop new unnecessary wars. But not being afraid is actually more fun. 

Courage is not about being without any fears but is willingness to stay 

upright amid our fears, as the persons we are, in a damaged world. This is 

a wonderful opportunity to express our practice-realization in a way that 

can make a big difference.



Part 4

Zen Expressions





Rumi’s Words of Love

Zen use of imAgery

Zen teaching often employs poetry, images, and metaphors as “fin-

gers pointing to the moon,” to cite one common Buddhist image. 

Zen appeals primarily to the imagination and senses, unlike the more 

philosophical discursive analysis of earlier Indian Mahāyāna teachings 

such as from Madhyāmika and Nagārjuna, in their own way extremely 

useful wisdom teaching. Chinese Huayan philosophical teaching, brilliant 

in its dialectical account of interconnectedness, is also more analytical than 

Chan or Zen. But Chan teaching absorbed largely from Daoism a poetic 

style of using evocative nature metaphors as well as colloquial stories. 

Although his poetry uses very different language than Zen poetry, Jalal 

ad-Din Rumi, eight hundred years ago in a completely different culture, 

offers poems that strike many of the same themes, with similar wisdom. 

Many American Zen teachers appreciate his lively metaphors.

Rumi was a Sufi poet, born seven years after Dōgen in 1207. Many reli-

gious geniuses appeared in the thirteenth century, including also Saint 

Francis and Thomas Aquinas. Rumi was born in what is now Tajikistan 

and then fled from a Mongol invasion to what is now Turkey. The Sufis are 

not considered Muslim by many Muslims, but they consider themselves 

Muslim.
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mAnifold loves

Rumi talks explicitly about love and loving-kindness, and his love imagery 

already has affected American Zen teaching. Rumi offers to Buddhism 

helpful new ways of talking about love. In our society this word has so 

many connotations that we have difficulty understanding it. As Eskimos 

are said to have fifty words (more or less) for snow, a mature, emotionally 

sensitive culture would have a great many words for what we designate 

as love. Western culture does contain, derived from the Greek, a few 

varied contexts of love: eros for romantic and aesthetic love; philia for the 

intimate affection between friends; and agape for the creative, redemptive 

good will to all people (although the Buddhist context for agape would 

include all beings).116 Rumi’s poems encompass all these perspectives 

on love and offer expressive insights into the heart of love in its varied 

meanings.

I will discuss a few of my favorite Rumi poems.

Be Melting Snow

Totally conscious, and apropos of nothing, you come to see me. 

Is someone here? I ask.

The moon. The full moon is inside your house.

My friends and I go running out into the street. 

I’m in here, comes a voice from the house, but we aren’t listening.

We’re looking up at the sky.

My pet nightingale sobs like a drunk in the garden.

Ringdoves scatter with small cries, Where, Where.

It’s midnight. The whole neighborhood is up and out in the street

thinking, The cat-burglar has come back.

The actual thief is there too, saying out loud,

Yes, the cat-burglar is somewhere in this crowd.

No one pays attention.
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Lo, I am with you always, means when you look for God,

God is in the look of your eyes,

in the thought of looking, nearer to you than your self,

or things that have happened to you.

There’s no need to go outside. 

Be melting snow.  

Wash yourself of yourself.

A white flower grows in the quietness.

Let your tongue become that flower.117

“Totally conscious, and apropos of nothing, you come to see me.” A 

wonderful phrase! This is our zazen, Zen heart, totally conscious, but not 

caught on anything. “Is someone here, I ask?” And the next line is in italics 

like a whisper. “The moon. The full moon is inside your house.” This is the 

truth always. This is what we start to see in zazen. In Zen poems, when 

they mention the moon the poets mean the full round moon. But either 

way, the moon is inside your house. We go outside looking for it, but the 

moon is right on your cushion. Rumi says, “My friends and I go running 

out into the street. I’m in here, comes a voice from the house, but we aren’t 

listening.” We sit, and often we are not listening to this whisper, this voice 

that calls us back to something deeper, something beyond the daily chatter. 

Instead we are looking elsewhere, up into the sky.

“The actual thief is there too, saying out loud, Yes, the cat burglar is some-

where in this crowd. No one pays attention.” Our job as zazen people is just 

to pay attention. With all the hubbub happening on our cushions some-

times, our job is just to notice that no one is paying attention and then 

return to attention. The moon is right here on your cushion.

vAlue in yeArning

Then Rumi says, “Lo, I am with you always, means when you look for God, 

God is in the look of your eyes, in the thought of looking, nearer to you 
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than yourself, or things that have happened to you.” I could render that 

as when you look for buddha nature, or when you look for the heart of 

awakening, it is in the looking. There are many understandings of “God.” 

When you look for the divine it is about the search itself. In Buddhism 

we talk about bodhicitta, the thought of awakening, this looking for some-

thing beyond. Even if we are not trying to acquire anything particular from 

our zazen, still we are all here because of this question. We wish to learn 

how to express our heart more fully, to find the deeper truth of our lives. 

There is some looking, some searching, some look in our eyes. Just in the 

thought of looking it is nearer to you than yourself, Rumi says. And then 

he says, “There’s no need to go outside. Be melting snow. Wash yourself 

of yourself.” Dōgen says, “Drop body and mind,” or, “To study the Way is 

to study the self.” Rumi says it, “Wash yourself of yourself.” A lot of what 

we do in this practice is pay attention to ourselves and let go. Can we let 

go, and then let go of letting go, and keep paying attention?

The last two lines, “A white flower grows in quietness. Let your tongue 

become that flower,” reminds me of a line about zazen, “Sitting quietly, a 

flower grows in the back.” Let your tongue become that flower. How do we 

learn to express this possibility of the lotus growing out of the mud? How 

do we express this possibility of actually paying attention, with this desire 

to express our love of the world, even with its cruelty and difficulties? How 

can we let our tongue become this flower?

singing with the odd, lost PeoPle

Here is another Rumi poem:

The Whole Place Goes Up

Today with Spring here finally we ought to be living

outdoors with our friends.

Let’s go to those strangers in the field

and dance around them like bees from flower to flower,
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building in the beehive air

our true hexagonal homes.

Someone comes in from outside saying,

Don’t play music just for yourselves,

Now we’re tearing up the house like a drum,

collapsing walls with our pounding.

We hear a voice from the sky calling the lovers

and the odd, lost people. We scatter lives.

We break what holds us, each one a blacksmith

heating iron and walking to the anvil.

We blow on the inner fire.

With each striking we change.

The whole place goes up, all stability gone in smoke.

Sometimes high, sometimes low, we begin anywhere,

we have no method.

We’re the bat swung by powerful arms.

Balls keep rolling from us, thousands of them underfoot.

Now we’re still. Silence also is wisdom, a flame

hiding in cotton wool.118

I will focus on a few lines. “Someone comes in from outside saying, 

Don’t play music just for yourselves.” When we sit and settle, and sometimes 

deeply as in sesshin, still it is important to hear someone coming in from 

outside saying, “don’t play music just for yourselves.” This is the bodhi-

sattva path we follow. We accept that we are connected, that the music of 

our sitting, and our heartbeat and breath, is not just for ourselves but also 

for all of our friends practicing in other ways. It is also for people we have 

not met.

“We hear a voice from the sky calling the lovers and the odd, lost people. 

We scatter lives.” You may not want to join the odd, lost people. But part 
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of the practice is admitting that there is a question sitting on your cush-

ion right now, that we are all a little bit lost, a little bit damaged. We can 

be willing to be sad, willing to feel our anger when that arises. We can be 

willing to be ourselves. This practice that we do, which I feel Rumi talk-

ing about, is not about becoming some special great person but about 

becoming fully ourselves. Sometimes that is a little strange. Can you be 

the strange person you are? This is the challenge of our zazen. We must 

break through that which holds us back from ourselves. Can you be lost 

amid the thoughts and feelings and winds blowing through you? This 

practice is a cauldron, a practice in which something happens, and this 

alchemical process moves us beyond our calculations and discriminating 

consciousness. It is not that we should not use our intelligence, but that 

does not get to the heart, really.

Rumi says, “We break what holds us, each one a blacksmith, heating iron 

and walking to the anvil. We blow on the inner fire. With each striking we 

change.” So there is this inner fire, a hot iron we are forged on. “And the 

whole place goes up, all stability gone in smoke.” This world, this life, this 

sitting posture is all very fragile. Nothing to hold on to. Rumi says, “We 

begin anywhere, we have no method.” In Sōtō Zen practice we are willing 

to try on all the methods, but really it is just about being here, being pres-

ent, facing what comes up. You cannot do it wrong. You cannot succeed 

either. Just this is it; here we are. We begin anywhere. Whoever you are, 

today, however you are, in the next inhalation, this is your heart, this is 

the possibility of love in our life. Now we are still, and Rumi also invokes 

silence as wisdom, a flame hiding in cotton wool, a strange image. I would 

imagine that it is very difficult to have a flame in cotton wool. Compared 

with other substances, cotton wool would not burn very loudly, but silently. 

The smoke would be like clouds.

the cure for PAin

Here is another of Rumi’s poems with one line especially that always 

speaks to me. 
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There’s Nothing Ahead

Lovers think they’re looking for each other,

but there’s only one search: Wandering

this world is wandering that, both inside one

transparent sky. In here

there is no dogma and no heresy.

The miracle of Jesus is himself, not what he said or did

about the future. Forget the future.

I’d worship someone who could do that!

On the way you may want to look back, or not,

but if you can say There’s nothing ahead,

there will be nothing there.

Stretch your arms and take hold the cloth of your clothes

with both hands. The cure for pain is in the pain.

Good and bad are mixed. If you don’t have both,

you don’t belong with us.

When one of us gets lost, is not here, he must be inside us.

There’s no place like that anywhere in the world.119

Particularly I appreciate “The cure for pain is in the pain.” Can we be 

willing to feel what we feel? Tremendous power actually lies in sometimes 

being able to sit upright and be with the sadness and frustrations. The cure 

for pain is in the pain. This includes romantic love, but also the searching 

that implies the love for all beings and the widest aspect of healing.

Looking for the future, looking for enlightenment somewhere else, we 

may think that when we get this or have gotten rid of that, then all will 

be okay. Rumi talks about how it is right here, nothing is ahead. “On the 

way you may want to look back, or not.” He does not say do not look back. 
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You may or may not, okay, but when you do look back you can say, “There’s 

nothing ahead, there will be nothing there.” Here we can sit, and enjoy just 

paying attention.

He says, “Good and bad are mixed. If you don’t have both, you don’t 

belong with us.” In some ways Buddhist practice is not about being good. 

It is not about being bad either, of course. But can we see the good and 

bad; can we realize all of it arising in us? Can we confess our confusion, 

greed, and ill-will and also confess our goodness and caring and kindness 

and our love for the world and ourselves and even particular beings? “Good 

and bad are mixed. If you don’t have both, you don’t belong with us. When 

one of us gets lost, is not here, he must be inside us.” Can anyone really 

be lost? If someone gets lost, where does she go?

It is not that there is no future, but we are not here for that. Or we are 

here for that just like we are here for everything. Many spiritual practices 

fall for a trap of wanting to be good; if only I could become a good medi-

tator and learn to sit really still. Back in the early days of “macho Zen,” 

people seemed to think that whoever could sit in the hardest position for 

the longest without moving was the most enlightened. So silly! Our usual 

worldly way of thinking in our culture, but also with our human conscious-

ness, leads us to think, If I do this, I will get that. We try to manipulate 

things, thinking, If I get a better job, or finish my degree, then everything I 

want will happen. But actually, can you just be here, enjoying this process, 

without needing validation from the future? When the future gets here, 

it will be here too.

The cure for the pain is in the pain. Or as Shitou’s Zen poem “Song of 

the Grass Hut” concludes, “Do not separate from this skin bag here and 

now.” Enjoy your misery, your confusion and frustration, your sadness, or 

your heartache. Can you just be here and be who you are? This is not easy. 

And yet I think Rumi, like Dōgen, is pointing to some deep satisfaction, 

even right in the pain, when we can “Wash yourself of yourself.”
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words Blown into emPtiness

Here is one last poem, called “This World Which Is Made of Our Love for 

Emptiness.” He does not describe emptiness in the way that Buddhism 

uses that term. But this love for emptiness encompasses the ultimate 

bodhisattva love for all beings and for the suchness of reality itself.

This World Which Is Made of Our Love for Emptiness

Praise to the emptiness that blanks out existence. Existence: 

This place made from our love for that emptiness!

Yet somehow comes emptiness, 

this existence goes.

Praise to that happening, over and over!

For years I pulled my own existence out of emptiness.

Then one swoop, one swing of the arm,

that work is over.

Free of who I was, free of presence, free of

dangerous fear, hope, 

free of mountainous wanting.

The here-and-now mountain is a tiny piece of a piece  

of straw 

blown off into emptiness.

These words I’m saying so much begin to lose meaning: 

Existence, emptiness, mountain, straw:

Words and what they try to say swept 

out the window, down the slant of the roof.120

That is a really Zen poem. This is the boredom of Zen, happening over 

and over and over again. All of existence arises out of emptiness; all of 

emptiness overcomes existence. Inhale and exhale. Ahh! It is wonderful, 
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but in another mood it can be boring. Here is a poet who is willing to see 

how words lose meaning. And all of the words of the Buddha were just 

commentaries on silence. The point is, how can we be present and meet 

ourselves, be willing to be ourselves and share loving-kindness, and just 

sing to each other? 



Bob Dylan’s Visions of Zen Mind

An off-BeAt conference And A song  
gAthering the mind

Sometimes in Zen we sit for a day, or three, five, or seven days, in 

what is called sesshin. Sesshin means to “gather or meet the mind,” or 

“to settle into Zen mind.” During sesshin we may experience and become 

intimate with a deeper awareness, going beyond our discriminations or 

calculations and deliberations, though maybe it includes those. But such 

settling reveals a wider panoramic awareness that is transformative. It can 

change how we see our deep connection to the world.

In March 2007, I attended a symposium at the University of Minnesota 

about Bob Dylan, my favorite American Dharma bard, whom I quote fre-

quently. This was one of the more interesting academic conferences I have 

attended, although it was not strictly academic. Spider John Koerner and 

Tony Glover, distinctive blues singers who used to play with Dylan when he 

lived in Minneapolis, performed. Anne Waldman, one of the Beat poets and 

cofounder of the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics at Naropa 

University in Boulder, and who accompanied Dylan’s Rolling Thunder tour, 

offered a wonderful shamanic talk about Dylan as a shaman. A range of 

stimulating presentations and discussions about Dylan were given. In such 

an eclectic spirit I will consider a Bob Dylan song that I hear as being about 

sesshin. When I say this is a song about sesshin, of course it also involves 

many other things. The song is called “Visions of Johanna.”121 
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Among other things, “Visions of Johanna” is about the feminine, or the 

narrator’s relationship to women. The song also includes drug references. 

Some commentators claim it is about hell. This song is often considered 

gloomy and pessimistic by critics, but I do not feel that way about it at all.122 

“Visions of Johanna” reveals much about the experience of sesshin. This 

is not at all to claim that Bob Dylan’s intention in writing this song was to 

speak about sesshin, or Zen, or that he even had Zen in mind while creat-

ing it. I am discussing what I hear in the text of the song about the work 

itself. As the Japanese philosopher and celebrator of folk art Yanagi Sōetsu 

(1889–1961) said, “The thing shines, not the maker.”123 Yanagi spoke of the 

aesthetics of folk art where the beauty of a piece of pottery, for example, was 

a function of the mutual influence of other, often unknown potters. In this 

sense Bob Dylan has been the consummate true folk singer throughout 

his career, including his work described as belonging to blues, rock, and 

gospel genres. Dylan has emphasized his songs themselves over specula-

tions about his own life, for which he has tried to maintain privacy. Ample 

sanction allows presentation of a Zen view of “Visions of Johanna.” 

We do know that Bob Dylan has been greatly influenced by Judeo-

Christian spiritual teachings, but he has obviously had some connection 

with Buddhism as well. He sang about Rubin Hurricane Carter, the falsely 

accused boxer, who “sits like Buddha in a ten-foot cell.” The image of the 

ten-foot cell goes back to the size of the room of the legendary enlightened 

layman Vimalakīrti, in the sutra named after him.124 The traditional size 

of the abbot’s quarters in Zen monasteries is based on this, and “ten-foot” 

(Jpn.: Hōjō) is the honorary name given Zen abbots in China and Japan. 

Dylan had a close association with Allen Ginsberg and many other practic-

ing Buddhists.125

nothing to turn off

I hear a turning line, sometimes two, in each verse, and then one turning 

line for the whole song. I will present each verse and then comment.
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Ain’t it just like the night to play tricks when you’re tryin’ to be so 

quiet?

We sit here stranded, though we’re all doin’ our best to deny it

And Louise holds a handful of rain, temptin’ you to defy it

Lights flicker from the opposite loft

In this room the heat pipes just cough

The country music station plays soft

But there’s nothing, really nothing to turn off

Just Louise and her lover so entwined

And these visions of Johanna that conquer my mind

“Ain’t it just like the night to play tricks when you’re trying to be so 

quiet?” As we sit in sesshin, or even in one period of zazen, ain’t it just like 

your mind to play tricks when you’re trying to be so quiet? Even in settled 

sitting, unexpected thoughts may continue to arise. As for “night,” in Zen 

imagery, going back to Shitou’s “Harmony of Difference and Sameness” 

that is often chanted, light is an image for how we see with the lights on 

all the different particular people.126 The dark or night, when all light is 

extinguished, is an image for oneness beyond any visible distinctions and 

for the possibility of deep communion with wholeness and the fundamen-

tal mind.

Sometimes in sesshin we may feel that “We sit here stranded, though 

we’re all doin’ our best to deny it.” You may feel this in one period of 

zazen, but particularly sitting period after period we realize that we are 

stranded on our cushion. You may be doing your best to deny it, but you 

are radically alone in zazen. This provides an opportunity to be radically 

present with this body and mind, in a way that we do not have a chance 

to experience in our ordinary everyday activities. Of course, that is not the 

whole story. We are also doing it together and supporting each other in 

community, but initially at least it may feel like we sit here stranded. And 

yes, we all have various patterns of resistance and ways in which we are 

tempted to deny it.
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Key lines in this stanza are, “In this room the heat pipes just cough”—

during the relative quiet of sesshin we hear the sounds of the building—

and “The country music station plays soft.” Country songs could be an 

apt metaphor for all the melodramas possibly going through our thought 

streams during zazen. Then Dylan, or the singer of the song, says this 

amazing thing: “There’s nothing, really nothing to turn off.” This is a 

basic fundamental statement of Zen truth, core to the Platform Sutra, for 

example. There is nothing to turn off, really. We see all the forms of the 

world, yet in our sitting we may realize that they are all constructions or 

fabrications. Our mind, even as we do our best to deny this reality, is busy 

creating all the melodramas they sigh about on the country music stations; 

but there’s nothing, really nothing to turn off. Actually, for each situation, 

each problem in our life, each itch, each pain in our knees, ache in our 

shoulders, there is nothing, really nothing to turn off or evade. What you 

learn in sitting, eventually, is that it is okay to be the person sitting on your 

cushion right now, with the problems that you have. Then the buddha 

work is about how we meet our situation. We do not need to turn it off, to 

destroy our thoughts, or to crush or deny our humanity. There’s nothing, 

really nothing to turn off.

I will not attempt to say who Johanna is or was or what she represents. 

Johanna could represent many things. One pessimistic suggestion from 

commentators is that “Johanna” is Hebrew for Armageddon, or that 

“Gehenna” is Greek and Latin for hell or future torture.127 We all have 

negative, fearful visions or positive ones, including visions of awakening, 

or of the perfect being we could be, or could be relating with.

electric ghosts howl

The next verse goes:

In the empty lot where the ladies play blindman’s bluff with  

the key chain

And the all-night girls they whisper of escapades out on the  

“D” train
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We can hear the night watchman click his flashlight

Ask himself if it’s him or them that’s really insane

Louise, she’s all right, she’s just near

She’s delicate and seems like the mirror

But she just makes it all too concise and too clear

That Johanna’s not here

The ghost of ‘lectricity howls in the bones of her face

Where these visions of Johanna have now taken my place

In the beginning of this verse Dylan mentions the “empty lot.” This may 

refer to the previous verse where there is “nothing, really nothing to turn 

off.” Our whole world and all its stuff may be an empty lot, the myriad 

forms of emptiness. Notice the night watchman who clicks his flashlight 

so the light comes on and off. We see the particulars of our situation, and 

then we have glimpses of something deeper, of some communion with 

wholeness. As he clicks his flashlight he asks himself if it is him or them 

who’s really insane. This is part of sesshin. Is it me or are these visions 

insane? What is really going on here? Part of opening the mind of sesshin 

and really meeting the wholeness of mind is being willing to expand our 

capacities and our sense of reality. This conjures up the fourth of the clas-

sic five fears of Buddhism: fear of death, fear of loss of reputation, fear of 

loss of livelihood, and then this fear of weird mental states. What is san-

ity? It might be good to ask whether it is me or these visions who is really 

insane. By the way, the fifth fear is of public speaking, seemingly trivial 

compared to the others. Yet we all may have some of that, and perhaps the 

night watchman is afraid to speak out, or even Johanna.

This verse includes one of Dylan’s greatest lines, “The ghost of ‘lectric-

ity howls in the bones of her face.” When we sit facing the wall, the wall 

seems like a mirror. Indeed this is delicate. Whatever we are is projected 

on that wall. The wall is ourselves, and the wall of the world is what we 

meet. And we also meet face to face between teacher and student. I do not 

think it only Johanna for whom the ghost of electricity howls in the bones 

of her face. For all of us, especially in sesshin, this shadow ghost of vitality, 
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of electricity, of energy howls in the bones of our face. Dōgen talked about 

face-to-face practice. Usually we recognize people by their faces rather than 

other body parts. And always, if you look in a mirror, the ghost of electricity 

may be howling there.

muttering At the wAll

Now, little boy lost, he takes himself so seriously

He brags of his misery, he likes to live dangerously

And when bringing her name up

He speaks of a farewell kiss to me

He’s sure got a lotta gall to be so useless and all

Muttering small talk at the wall while I’m in the hall

How can I explain?

Oh, it’s so hard to get on

And these visions of Johanna, they kept me up past the dawn

“Little boy lost” is a reference to William Blake’s “Songs of Innocence 

and Experience,” where there is a little boy lost and a little girl lost.128 For 

most Zen practitioners, when you first attend sesshin and sit facing the 

wall all day, somehow this little boy lost or little girl lost appears. In this 

practice we must engage our little boy or little girl, and we often get lost 

in them. Sometimes students come with these very serious questions and 

take themselves so seriously and brag of their misery. This happens, and I 

remember that I sometimes did that, too. Buddhist practice involves letting 

go of the self. But we do that by studying the self. How do we take care of 

this part of us that feels lost, that takes very seriously all of the stories of our 

personal history, the constructed self that we grasp so tightly, and even after 

we let go, it persists so subtly. Dylan sings, “He’s sure got a lotta gall to be 

so useless and all.” All this self-concern arises amid the pain and sadness 

of the rest of the world and does nothing to abet the suffering.

The next line is how I first came to see this song as about sesshin, “Mut-

tering small talk at the wall while I’m in the hall.” I have long witnessed 
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this in the halls of meditation. Perhaps we have all at times muttered small 

talk at the wall in the hall. Dylan here does not offer any assistance. You 

might even see this line as somewhat cruel, a kind of put down, but we 

must face this little boy lost or little girl lost, holding on tight to our con-

structed self so seriously, bragging of our misery. The first Noble Truth of 

suffering brings us into this practice of sitting and facing ourselves, and 

sometimes it feels so overwhelming that all we can do is just brag of our 

misery.

The key line in this verse is “How can I explain?” It is difficult to say 

anything to the one who brags of their misery. How can one explain the 

whole world that goes beyond this little boy or girl lost? We must each of 

us and together be kind when we see this little boy or little girl lost, in our-

selves or in another. Practice involves not just seeing through, and Dylan 

is a great example of penetrating wisdom, but there is also the question of 

how we take care. There is no way to explain, but can you befriend and be 

kind with this little lost child? Sometimes such kindness might take the 

form of a put-down, or a sharp “Wake Up.” Beyond any particular situation 

of misery, “How can I explain?” is an incisive utterance of the ultimate. 

Explanations tend toward sterile shutting down of discussion and inquiry. 

Explanations can become slogans or dogmas to inflict on others or to fight 

wars for. More vital and inspiring than explanations are the visions that 

sometimes keep us up past the dawn.

verdicts of infinity

Here comes what I hear as the pivotal line in the whole song:

Inside the museums, Infinity goes up on trial

Voices echo this is what salvation must be like after a while

But Mona Lisa musta had the highway blues

You can tell by the way she smiles

See the primitive wallflower freeze

When the jelly-faced women all sneeze
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Hear the one with the mustache say, “Jeeze

I can’t find my knees”

Oh, jewels and binoculars hang from the head of the mule

But these visions of Johanna, they make it all seem so cruel

I feel the crux of the whole song with “Inside the museums, Infinity goes 

up on trial.” Then follows, “Voices echo this is what salvation must be like 

after a while.” Several members of my sangha work in museums, and I 

enjoy regularly visiting museums. I think of this line more for art muse-

ums, but it is also true of natural history museums and science museums. 

The Dylan conference I mentioned at the University of Minnesota had 

in conjunction an exhibit on Dylan at the Weisman Museum, part of the 

University. And this song was one of those you could hear at the museum. 

So “inside the museums, infinity goes up on trial,” as did the very notion 

of infinity on trial at that museum.

A while ago there was an exhibit at the Chicago Art Institute called 

“From Cézanne to Picasso,” which I liked quite a bit. This exhibit not only 

had paintings by Cézanne and Picasso, but many other great works of art 

collected by a dealer who befriended many artists. Included were works 

by Gauguin, Monet, and Renoir, and two rooms of paintings by Vincent 

Van Gogh. Inside a great museum, if we look patiently, “after a while” we 

can see infinity go on trial, as the ultimate worth of all humanity, perhaps 

at its best, is subjected to the visitors’ verdicts. Amid great beauty or visual 

insight we might feel, “this is what salvation must be like.” We see exqui-

site beauty, and can feel the value of all human endeavor, or perhaps put 

it on trial with our evaluations. 

vAn gogh And slAvery on triAl

I am particularly fond of Vincent Van Gogh’s paintings—each one of them 

is a kind of a miracle, his landscapes are so vibrantly alive, as are even his 

brushstrokes. People commonly think of Van Gogh as a tortured artist, and 

we know he expressed deep loneliness in his letters to his brother Theo, 
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his best friend and patron, and that Vincent finally committed suicide. But 

when I look at his paintings I do not see torture but astonishing vitality 

and a sense of wonder illuminating and enlivening the earth itself. Recent 

interpretations or historical suggestions claim that he had some chemi-

cal imbalance that gave him terrible headaches and drove him to suicide. 

Other recent speculation, based on Vincent’s letters, concern Theo’s family. 

Theo and his wife were about to have a baby, and shortly before his death 

Vincent felt that he was a financial burden to them.129 Theo’s wife, whose 

name happened to be Johanna, is the one who later protected Vincent’s 

paintings and dedicated herself to getting them exhibited, so that eventu-

ally the world could appreciate them. But I do not know if Dylan might 

have been thinking of Theo’s Johanna.

The American Zen teacher Bernie Glassman from the Maezumi Roshi 

lineage has led sesshins at Auschwitz with Jewish and German partici-

pants, including descendants of holocaust survivors and descendants of 

camp guards. I have never attended one of them, but I have heard from 

people who have done so that they are extremely powerful. They sit for 

seven days with the ghosts of a different kind of electricity—present with 

mind open in a place where such a horror has occurred. For a number of 

years I annually visited a Zen group in Richmond, Virginia, leading sittings 

there. Sangha members took me to visit local historic sites, such as where 

Patrick Henry said, “Give me liberty or give me death,” or where Edgar 

Allan Poe gave his last reading of “The Raven.” Richmond also contains 

the site of slave auction houses used from before the eighteenth century. 

This place was the center of all American slavery for over a fifty-year period 

in the first half of the nineteenth century, when hundreds of thousands of 

Virginian home-grown African-American slaves were literally sold down 

the river, shipped to cotton plantations in the deep South. In 2007 the 

state of Virginia formally expressed its regret about this history. Inspired 

by Glassman’s sittings at Auschwitz, in April 2008 I led a sitting at the 

Richmond slave auction house site. We started by walking the trail from 

the dock where the slaves were deposited along the riverbank, and then 

across the bridge to the auction site where we did zazen, the site now 
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below a large freeway. It was indeed an intense experience for all, and this 

place remains a power spot critical to all our ongoing American history 

and karma.

But at the Chicago Art Institute exhibit, inside the two rooms with beau-

tiful Van Gogh paintings, I had a vision of a different kind of impactful 

sitting, to do a sesshin for a day, or five or seven, performing zazen in one 

of those rooms with this sacred art. Just sitting amid Van Gogh’s luminous 

brushstrokes, then we would stand up and do walking meditation seeing 

these miraculous visions from Vincent on the walls. I would gladly have 

them “conquer my mind.”

In such a setting, as well as at Auschwitz or the auction houses at Rich-

mond, infinity does go up on trial. Each of us and our karmic lives on 

this planet go up on trial. And that is what sesshin is like also. Inside the 

meditation hall infinity goes up on trial. Instead of paintings on the wall 

there are people sitting facing the wall. Each one is a miracle. Can we sit 

long enough to put infinity up on trial, to feel our connection with whole-

ness and all time?

The verdict is still out on humanity. Do the creative spirits and works of 

Van Gogh, Johann Sebastian Bach, Gandhi, Shakespeare, Coltrane, Laozi, 

Homer, and, yes, Dōgen and Dylan himself somehow outweigh the Nazis, 

the long histories of slavery, our current systematic torture of innocents, 

and massive environmental devastation for personal profit? As to infinity 

itself, from whence could there ever come judge and jury to adjudicate 

that ruling?

Dylan sings, “Voices echo this is what salvation must be like after a 

while. But Mona Lisa musta had the highway blues, you can tell by the way 

she smiles.” Actually we cannot “explain” that smile, or the highway blues. 

Perhaps even Vincent Van Gogh in one of his amazing paintings of wheat 

fields or cypress trees could not totally capture the full reality or the life and 

the vitality of the ghost of electricity howling through those scenes.

Sometimes Zen students try to figure it all out. Or they have some expe-

rience of wholeness and believe they can put a frame around it and put 

it up on the wall so they can bow down to that, or sell museum tickets to 
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see it. That certainly is not the point either. Dylan sings, “See the primitive 

wallflower freeze.” There are various ways to interpret this line. But as a 

frieze of figures face the wall, a flower blossoms in the back of each, as we 

sit, quietly. Then of course we also hear many exclamations, “Jeeze I can’t 

find my knees!” This is a common utterance during sesshin. 

everything returned

Finishing with the final verse:

The peddler now speaks to the countess who’s pretending to  

care for him

Sayin’, “Name me someone that’s not a parasite and I’ll go out 

and say a prayer for him”

But like Louise always says,

“Ya can’t look at much, can ya man?”

As she, herself, prepares for him

And Madonna, she still has not showed

We see this empty cage now corrode

Where her cape of the stage once had flowed

The fiddler, he now steps to the road

He writes ev’rything’s been returned which was owed

On the back of the fish truck that loads

While my conscience explodes

The harmonicas play the skeleton keys and the rain

And these visions of Johanna are now all that remain

A lot is happening in this last verse, and as I said at the outset, this song 

is about much more than sesshin. I will discuss a few lines in this verse. 

The second lines goes, “Name me someone that’s not a parasite and I’ll 

go out and say a prayer for him.” This is one aspect of our interconnected-

ness and a part of what needs accepting. We are all part of the food chain. 

We cannot claim any perfect image, of Johanna or of whomever we have 
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a vision. Is there anyone who is not a parasite, not dependent on others? 

We can see this as parasitical or turn it over and see how we might become 

symbiotic. How do we cooperate together, but also how do we realize that 

we all are already totally interconnected? The Madonna, an image of perfect 

woman, still has not showed, and “We see this empty cage now corrode.” 

The self we construct is a kind of empty cage. As we take up this practice 

our conditioned habits start to corrode.

The key line in this verse seems to me, “The fiddler, he now steps to 

the road. He writes everything’s been returned which was owed.” I recall 

one shuso ceremony at Tassajara monastery. The shuso is the head monk 

for a monastic practice period, and at this ceremony near the end of the 

three months all of the students and many former head monks who visit 

for the day in turn ask the head monk questions about practice and the 

teaching, a sort of rapid-fire Dharma combat. This is the first time a monk 

is publicly questioned like that, a potentially frightening but also exhila-

rating experience. At the end after all the questions and the head monk’s 

responses, the former head monks each make congratulatory statements. 

On this occasion Rev. Lou Hartman, a longtime monk at Zen Center and 

close friend whom I highly esteemed, just said to the shuso, “Everything’s 

been returned that was owed.”130

All infinity is on trial, and yet we each owe something. We have some 

responsibility; we have Buddha’s work to perform. And yet it is possible 

for everything to be returned that was owed. It is possible to give ourselves 

fully to being ourselves, not merely to becoming or clutching on to some 

magical Johanna, however we see her.

strengthen whAt remAins

Dylan adds, “On the back of the fish truck that loads while my conscience 

explodes.” Many commentaries have seen this line as very negative, as the 

death of conscience. But I hear it otherwise as somehow exploding the 

whole world into conscientiously taking care of all beings, a very positive 

image. Either way, “The harmonicas play the skeleton keys and the rain, 
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and these visions of Johanna are now all that remain.” We might feel the 

singer sadly missing Johanna, some lost or regretted love, and it is “all too 

concise and too clear that Johanna’s not here.” But something about those 

visions of Johanna still remain. In another song Dylan sings, “Strengthen 

the things that remain,”131 and in many ways I feel that as our practice. 

Taking care of whatever remains that may help all beings is Buddha’s 

work. Dōgen says to express the dream within the dream. Perhaps these 

visions of Johanna are more important than Johanna herself, if there even 

is a Johanna.

At the end of one of his more recent songs Dylan sings, “My heart’s 

in the Highlands” and “there’s a way to get there and I’ll figure it out 

somehow. But I’m already there in my mind. And that’s good enough for 

now.”132 How can we open our minds, for now, to seeing infinity up on trial, 

to envisioning and connecting with the wholeness of the highlands?





Making Yourself into a Light

flying home

One of my favorite contemporary American poets is Mary Oliver. I 

will discuss briefly a few of her poems. First is “Wild Geese,” a poem 

that a number of American Zen teachers have commented on.

Wild Geese 

You do not have to be good. 

You do not have to walk on your knees 

for a hundred miles through the desert, repenting. 

You only have to let the soft animal of your body 

love what it loves. 

Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine. 

Meanwhile the world goes on. 

Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 

are moving across the landscapes, 

over the prairies and the deep trees, 

the mountains and the rivers. 

Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, 

are heading home again. 

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 

the world offers itself to your imagination, 

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—
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over and over announcing your place 

in the family of things.133

The poet starts by saying you do not have to be good. A kind of trap 

or problem that any spiritual practitioner can fall for is feeling they have 

to be good, be perfect, or match some ideal. Mary Oliver says, “You do 

not have to walk on your knees for a hundred miles through the desert, 

repenting.” Some people feel that to be spiritually worthy they must go to 

such extremes. Sometimes people do go walk in the desert, maybe just for 

fun, but you do not need to walk on your knees repenting. The Buddha 

proclaimed the Middle Way, not to be indulgent, but also one need not 

perform austerities to prove oneself.

Mary Oliver says, “You only have to let the soft animal of your body love 

what it loves.” This wonderful line relates to trusting buddha nature, trust-

ing something deeper than our usual perspectives and conceptualizations 

about what is spiritual practice, what is good, what it means to be enlight-

ened, all these ideas people have. When we settle, when we are willing to 

sit and face the wall and ourselves and breathe, this is what faith is about in 

Buddhism, learning to trust the process of being ourselves. Be the animal 

creatures we are. We can actually study what it is we love, what goes deeper 

than our ideas of who we think we are or should be. Just “let the soft ani-

mal of your body love what it loves.” This is reminiscent of Suzuki Roshi 

encouraging students to find what is the most important thing. Whatever 

nourishes you, whatever you can give yourself to, trust that.

At the end of the poem, she says:

the world offers itself to your imagination, 

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—

over and over announcing your place 

in the family of things.

Mary Oliver is a nature poet. In many ways she is similar to Daoists. 

When we stop and see the world of nature within us as well as without us, 
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it calls to us. This call to our imagination is important, allowing us to let 

go of ideals of perfection.

finding the Bird’s PAth

Geese and other birds have flight patterns as soon as they are born. Going 

home is in them from the beginning, and they do not have a problem 

knowing where they belong. We have to trust the soft animal body, but here 

is the fire also. We have to make peace with what comes from our greed, 

hate, and delusion. Such homecoming underlies Mary Oliver’s poems. The 

wild geese returning home is like our taking refuge in Buddha. Whether 

we do that in a formal ceremony or just come and sit upright, we turn 

toward something deeper. It is not our ideas of what home is, or what we 

should do, or our desires or impulses, but more profound. It is as deep as 

the birds, over many centuries, keeping the same migratory patterns as if 

they see road signs in the sky. In the vital process of practice we sit with 

similarly deep patterns, including the fundamental ignorance that allows 

us to objectify things out there for us to grab or to destroy. The Chinese 

Caodong/Sōtō founder Dongshan Liangjie (807–869; Jpn.: Tōzan Ryōkai) 

talks about the bird’s path in the sky as a metaphor for our practice. Mary 

Oliver’s poems offer guidance for the bird’s path.

In a later poem, “Snow Geese,” Mary Oliver describes hearing the star-

tling sound of snow geese “winging it faster than the ones we usually see.” 

They passed quickly, and she never saw them again. But she declares:

It doesn’t matter.

What matters

is that, when I saw them,

I saw them

as through the veil, secretly, joyfully, clearly.134

Each of us has our place in the family of things and in the phenomenal 

world. Dōgen describes this as taking our Dharma position, being willing 
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to be in the situation of this mind, this body, this life. How do we take 

responsibility for our place in the family of things? “Wild Geese” speaks 

to settling into something that is wild, unexpected, calling us. Over and 

over, the world announces your place in the family of things. Each of us in 

some way expresses all of it. Dōgen’s recommendation to abide in one’s 

Dharma position is about trusting karma. In the monastic context abiding 

in one’s Dharma position involves your position in the sangha. But each 

of us also has our place in the sangha of the world and in our efforts to 

express something in the world. Each of us has our own unique vantage 

point. Can we enjoy seeing from there, “as through the veil, secretly, joy-

fully, clearly”?

the BuddhA’s BeQuest

I do not know if Mary Oliver considers herself a Buddhist, but she has a 

powerful poem called “The Buddha’s Last Instruction.”

The Buddha’s Last Instruction

“Make of yourself a light,”

said the Buddha,

before he died.

I think of this every morning

as the east begins

to tear off its many clouds

of darkness, to send up the first

signal—a white fan

streaked with pink and violet,

even green.

An old man, he lay down

between two sala trees,

and he might have said anything,

knowing it was his final hour.
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The light burns upward,

it thickens and settles over the fields.

Around him, the villagers gathered

and stretched forward to listen.

Even before the sun itself

hangs, disattached, in the blue air,

I am touched everywhere

by its ocean of yellow waves.

No doubt he thought of everything

that had happened in his difficult life.

And then I feel the sun itself

as it blazes over the hills,

like a million flowers on fire—

clearly I’m not needed,

yet I feel myself turning

into something of inexplicable value.

Slowly, beneath the branches,

he raised his head.

He looked into the faces of that frightened crowd.135

There are numbers of interesting aspects to this poem. Often the last 

instruction of the Buddha is translated as, “Be a light unto yourself,” which 

has a little different meaning, something like, “Trust yourself. Find your 

own way to clarify your practice, now that the Buddha is gone.” But this 

reading by Mary Oliver is more stimulating, “Make of yourself a light.” 

How does each of us, in our own way, make ourselves into a light? How do 

we find our way to be a beacon to help others to enter into the path to then 

find their own way to make themselves into a light? Reading it as “Make 

of yourself a light” has a different feeling from “Be a light unto yourself,” 

maybe with more Mahāyāna spirit.

Mary Oliver interestingly takes this last instruction and mixes in a scene 

of Buddha going to this place, laying down, and people gathering. Then 

she herself sees this scene around the Buddha. “Even before the sun itself 
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hangs, disattached, in the blue air, I am touched everywhere by its ocean 

of yellow waves. . . . And then I feel the sun itself as it blazes over the hills, 

like a million flowers on fire.” This image of the sun and the flowers on fire 

is very striking. Mary Oliver seems to be not only calling on the historical 

Buddha, who passed away sometime in the fifth century b.c.e., but on the 

roaring of the Dharmakāya Buddha, the ultimate body of Buddha, that is 

the whole phenomenal world. The different bodies of Buddha promote 

the primary question, What is Buddha? Along with the historical Buddha, 

the Mahāyāna includes a great panoply of buddha figures, such as Amida 

Buddha, who is venerated in Japanese Pure Land Buddhism, a kind of 

meditation body buddha. Then there is Buddha, the Awakened One, as the 

nature of all things, or all phenomena seen in this awakened way. This is 

called the Dharmakāya in Sanskrit, the reality body of Buddha. In Japanese 

this Buddha is called Dainichi Nyōrai, the great sun Buddha. The sun is 

the great source of light and energy for us, and Mary Oliver talks about 

the sun in this poetic way.

sitting Amid fire

The Buddha spoke of the world of samsāra and all the senses being on 

fire, the fire of our greed, passions, hatred, and our confusion.136 In early 

Buddhism the idea of nirvāna was to cool and let go of all the passions, and 

to be free of the fires of this world. An old Zen saying goes, “Practice like 

your hair is on fire,” with such intensity. But here Mary Oliver talks about 

a million flowers on fire, and it turns the image in some ways, showing 

our place in the family of things. She says, “Clearly I’m not needed, yet I 

feel myself turning into something of inexplicable value.” We all have our 

place in the family of things. We each may evoke the soft animal body of 

ourselves. Oliver sees the million flowers on fire, the world as illuminated, 

“yet I feel myself turning into something inexplicable,” what Buddhism 

often calls the “inconceivable.” And she ends her poem, “He looked into 

the faces of that frightened crowd.” This precedes the Buddha’s utterance 

from the poem’s outset, “Make of yourself a light.”
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This is a beautiful turning of this image of the fire of samsāra. In Zen 

there are various sayings about how all buddhas must sit in the middle 

of fire. Xuefeng Yicun (822–908; Jpn.: Seppō Gison) said, “Buddhas in 

the past, present, and future abide in flames and turn the great Dharma 

wheel.”137 Buddhas and bodhisattvas are willing to enter into the fires of 

suffering of the world again and again. This invokes the alchemical line 

from “Wild Geese,” “You only have to let the soft animal of your body love 

what it loves.” Sitting in the middle of fire is part of that process. Mary 

Oliver presents the soft, gentle side but also the intense call to Buddha’s 

successors to make yourself into a light. Practice calls for this, both in 

zazen and the practice after arising, turning yourself into a light for the 

world. For each of us, when we are willing to sit through the fire of being 

ourselves, when we are willing actually to do this noble practice of sitting 

down and being ourselves amid all of our confusion, habits, grasping, and 

aversion, all the varied parts of being this soft animal body, something can 

happen. She describes what happens as making yourself a light. Maybe 

all of the precepts are just about how we may become a light. How do we 

bring forth Buddha’s light in the world today, in this time, in twenty-first-

century America?

A deAth And life of AmAZement

I feel something very positive, encouraging, and challenging in this poem 

about the Buddha’s last moments, and in the next one maybe even more 

so. This one is called, “When Death Comes.” We had two members of our 

small sangha pass away in the year I talked about Mary Oliver. The odds 

are exceedingly high that each of you reading this, as well, will someday 

face this death. Mary Oliver turns our understanding of it.

When Death Comes

When death comes

like the hungry bear in autumn;
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when death comes and takes all the bright coins from  

his purse

to buy me, and snaps the purse shut;

when death comes

like the measles-pox;

when death comes

like an iceberg between the shoulder blades,

I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering:

what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness?

And therefore I look upon everything

as a brotherhood and a sisterhood,

and I look upon time as no more than an idea,

and I consider eternity as another possibility,

and I think of each life as a flower, as common

as a field daisy, and as singular,

and each name a comfortable music in the mouth,

tending, as all music does, toward silence,

and each body a lion of courage, and something

precious to the earth.

When it’s over, I want to say: all my life

I was a bride married to amazement.

I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms.

When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder

if I have made of my life something particular, and real.



making yourself into a light     211

I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened,

or full of argument.

I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.138

This poem is powerful. It feels like the other side of “you don’t have to 

walk on your knees, repenting.” Something positive and beautiful is found 

in death. “I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering: what 

is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness?” The British poet William 

Blake spoke about death as like a door through which one walks from one 

room to another. This was how he envisioned it, and he died singing.139 In 

some ways our meditation is like a doorway. Suzuki Roshi talked about the 

swinging door of inhalation and exhalation.140 Walking through the door 

even into a small room and sitting down, perhaps we may enter a cottage of 

darkness. In each period of zazen there is some possibility, some doorway. 

Then Mary Oliver says:

And therefore I look upon everything

as a brotherhood and a sisterhood,

Here again is the idea of the whole world as Buddha’s body, as a flower 

of fire.

and I look upon time as no more than an idea,

and I consider eternity as another possibility,

and I think of each life as a flower, as common

as a field daisy, and as singular.

Something about those last two lines, each life both as common and 

also as singular, extraordinary, magnificent, speaks to the way in which 

we may sense something deeper, some possibility of wholeness that we 

glimpse when we engage this practice. Each event, and each one of us 
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in the wholeness of sangha, each one of us as an expression of buddha 

nature, is singular, particular.

When it’s over, I want to say: all my life

I was a bride married to amazement.

That line calls to the crucial sense of wonder of our life and how we 

might appreciate all the challenges of our life. Considering death allows 

us to wonder at the awesome glory of life.



Gary Snyder and Wild Practice

PrActice in hArmony with nAture

The American Zen pioneer Gary Snyder provided my introduc-

tion to Zen Buddhism in the mid-60s through his starring role in 

Jack Kerouac’s Dharma Bums.141 In his own inspiring books of poetry and 

prose since then, Snyder has remained a monumental figure in American 

Zen and one of my esteemed influences.142 In this essay I will comment 

on just a few elements of the deeply stimulating material in Snyder’s The 

Practice of the Wild, a most valuable Dharma text. This brilliant book pres-

ents a rich context for the organic process of Zen questioning and practice 

through appreciating the wildness of nature, of language, and of the path 

of practice itself.

Snyder clarifies that spiritual training or cultivation is not a matter of 

fighting or overcoming nature and the wild. Often Western spiritual dis-

cipline is viewed as conflicting with our innate human “natures,” seen as 

malevolent. However, he goes on to say, “There is learning and training that 

goes with the grain of things as well as against it. In early Chinese Daoism, 

‘training’ did not mean to cultivate the wildness out of oneself, but to do away 

with arbitrary and delusive thinking.” Snyder paints the wild more sympa-

thetically as part of an organized pattern, “Nature is orderly. That which 

appears to be chaotic in nature is only a more complex kind of order.”143

wild lAnguAge

The wilderness of nature is not separate from our own human biology and 

culture. We are creatures of nature and the wilderness. An accomplished 
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poet, Snyder reveals how language itself is a wilderness system. Our lan-

guage and its channeling of our thought process and cultural forms is not 

some simulated, artificial product. Snyder says:

It would be a mistake to think that human beings got “smarter” 

at some point and invented first language and then society. Lan-

guage and culture emerge from our biological-social natural 

existence, animals that we were/are. Language is a mind-body 

system that coevolved with our nerves and needs.

Humans did not create our own language or its grammar as a rational, 

discursive mechanism. Language is an organic, “wild” expression.

Like imagination and the body, language rises unbidden. . . . All 

attempts at scientific description of natural languages have fallen 

short of completeness, . . . yet the child learns the mother tongue 

early and has virtually mastered it by six. . . . Without having ever 

been taught formal grammar we utter syntactically correct sen-

tences, one after another.144 

Perhaps the evocative poetry and images of Zen discourse point back to 

the natural quality of language and mind itself. Snyder wonders if society 

“might stay on better terms with nature,” and he cites Thoreau discussing 

“tawny grammar,” from a Spanish phrase that invokes the wildness of the 

leopard. We are embedded with the markings of wild predators, but also, 

“the grammar not only of language, but of culture and civilization itself, is 

of the same order as this mossy little forest creek, this desert cobble.”

dwelling in Beginningless lAndscAPes

How do we reclaim the fresh, raw quality of our own wild awareness? 

Snyder suggests exploration and recovery of this undomesticated natural 

order, referred to in East Asia and Zen as “landscape” or in Japanese sansui 
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(literally “mountains and water”), the context for fine East Asian painting, 

poetry, and garden art. In the chapter “Blue Mountains Constantly Walk-

ing,” Snyder points out, “One does not need to be a specialist to observe 

that landforms are a play of stream-cutting and ridge-resistance and that 

waters and hills interpenetrate in endlessly branching rhythms.”145 These 

branching rhythms provide the natural topography, mysteriously echo-

ing our internal topographies. Snyder starts this chapter with a trans-

lation from “The Mountains and Water Sutra,” an essay from Dōgen’s 

Shōbōgenzō, which begins:

The mountains and rivers of this moment are the actualization 

of the way of the ancient buddhas. Each, abiding in its own phe-

nomenal expression, realizes completeness. Because mountains 

and waters have been active since before the eon of emptiness, 

they are alive at this moment. Because they have been the self 

since before form arose, they are liberated and realized.

Dōgen sees the landscape itself, the world of what we call nature, as the 

vital primal form of entirety and its awareness. “Mountains and waters” 

is a way to refer to the totality of the process of nature. We are each a vital 

portion of such a landscape.

Snyder talks about how Dōgen left home to become a monk by climb-

ing Mount Hiei northeast of Kyoto. “This three-thousand-foot range at the 

northeast corner of the Kamo River basin, the broad valley now occupied 

by the huge city of Kyoto, was the Japanese headquarters mountain of the 

Tendai sect of Buddhism.” The two years or so I lived in Kyoto, traveling 

regularly to translate Dōgen with Shohaku Okumura at his temple west of 

Kyoto, I enjoyed living surrounded by temples in the foothills at the edge 

of Mount Hiei, one of the many Japanese mountains covered with ancient 

temples. Snyder clarifies:

Sacred mountains and pilgrimage to them is a deeply established 

feature of the popular religions of Asia. When Dōgen speaks of 



216     zen questions   

mountains he is well aware of these prior traditions. There are 

hundreds of famous Daoist and Buddhist peaks in China and 

similar Buddhist and Shinto-associated mountains in Japan.

Hiking the steep trails around Tassajara monastery in the mountains of 

Monterey County, after my earlier visit to Japanese mountains, I imagined 

many little shrines or sub-temples emerging there in years to come, as in 

East Asian sacred mountains.

The guts of Dōgen’s “Mountains and Water Sutra” plays with a saying 

by a Chinese Sōtō teacher, Furong Daokai (1043–1118; Jpn.: Fuyo Dōkai), 

who proclaimed, “The blue mountains are constantly walking.” At first 

blush this may seem like some strange, nonsensical Zen enigma. But 

in actuality, this is simply the everyday activity of mountains, for those 

who live in mountains. Dōgen affirms, “Mountains belong to the people 

who love them.” When we are truly alive, so are the coursing mountains 

and rivers. When the mountains and rivers are all destroyed, clear-cut, or 

mountaintops removed for coal, our own lives will end. Mountains fully 

express the life of mountains. Snyder notes Dōgen’s comment, “The path 

of water is not noticed by water, but it is realized by water.” Water naturally 

flows and finds its way, as water.

sPAce wAlkers

In The Practice of the Wild Gary Snyder masterfully weaves together the 

reality of mountains and water, the nature of walking, and the wild path 

we walk. He reminds us that when Dōgen studied in China and traveled 

around to visit various teachers at different mountain monasteries, like the 

other foot-traveler Zen monks who wandered around China, he traversed 

many mountains and rivers. There was no guide-bus available. Walking 

is the traditional mode for learning a space and the true reaches of that 

space. As Snyder says, “We learn a place and how to visualize spatial rela-

tionships, as children, on foot and with imagination. Place and the scale of 

space must be measured against our bodies and their capabilities.” I recall 
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my own one-mile stroll home from high school every day where I grew up 

in Pittsburgh, enjoying explorations of slightly alternate routes through 

alleys and different cross streets, learning my space. Walking meditation 

is a natural extension of the awareness of zazen, or sitting meditation, how 

we find our path of practice, or way, for this life. As zazen is a physical, 

yogic practice for locating our inner dignity, walking is how we harmonize 

our inner and outer landscapes, whether in the meditation hall or the 

wider, everyday location we inhabit.

The poetic language of mountains and rivers marches through most Zen 

discourse, metaphor, and teaching stories. As zazen helps us find inner 

upright posture, the interplay of flowing mountains and waters expresses 

the inner dignity of our world, and our place and responsibilities to the 

earth. We are called to express this sacred space in the context of our 

everyday lives. The realm of spirit is not confined to the meditation hall or 

temple. As Snyder says:

Inspiration, exaltation, and insight do not end when one steps 

outside the door of the church. The wilderness as a temple is 

only the beginning. One should not dwell in the specialness of 

the extraordinary experience nor hope to leave the political quagg 

behind to enter a perpetual state of heightened insight.

The bodhisattva path of universal awakening expresses insight and kindness 

right outdoors in the particular mountains and waters in which we walk.

lAndscAPe diversity

East Asian Zen poetry and its discourse of mountains and rivers is well 

suited to China, Japan, and also California, where I used to live. However, 

practicing now in Chicago I look to find expression for this vital wild-

ness that reflects the mountainless heartlands. How may we express the 

dynamic strolling of the wilderness in the interplay of Midwestern prairies 

and lakes? Looking at Frank Lloyd Wright’s architecture or listening to 
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Carl Sandburg’s poetry, rather than Asian Zen poetry, may help with this 

landscape.

How do we see the wilderness amid big cities? Urban landscapes are not 

other than nature. We may see the interplay of skyscrapers walking with 

the flowing of riverbed boulevards and notice how grass shoots up through 

broken concrete. As Gary Snyder colorfully describes it:

As for towns and cities—they are (to those who can see) old tree 

trunks, riverbed gravels, oil seeps, landslide scrapes, blowdowns 

and burns, the leavings after floods, coral colonies, paper-wasp 

nests, beehives, rotting logs, watercourses, rock-cleavage lines, 

ledge strata layers, guano heaps, feeding frenzies, courting and 

strutting bowers, lookout rocks, and ground-squirrel apartments.

We cannot ultimately disconnect ourselves from the dynamics of the wil-

derness through the mere distractions and intoxications of modern tech-

nology. We remain mammalian expressions of our world.

Gary Snyder, erudite as well as poetic, informs us about the city of Hang-

zhou in Song China, which Dōgen very probably passed through on his 

journeys between mountain monasteries. It was then one of the largest 

and most affluent cities in the world. It is curious that the same society 

bequeathed to the world both Zen love of nature and the ideal of cultured, 

cosmopolitan cities, “both brimming with energy and life.” As Snyder 

divulges:

The South China of that era sent landscape painting, calligra-

phy, both the Sōtō and Rinzai schools of Zen, and the vision of 

that great southern capital to Japan. The memory of Hang-zhou 

shaped both Osaka and Tokyo in their Tokugawa-era evolution. 

These two positions—one the austere Zen practice with its spare, 

clean halls, the other the possibility of a convivial urban life rich 

in festivals and theaters and restaurants—are two potent legacies 

of East Asia to the world.
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Zen awareness and expression need not be restricted to the beauty of the 

deep mountains.

PlAying off the PAth

How can these reflections on the landscapes of our world inform our sense 

of path and practice? The Buddhist model of “the path,” the progression 

of practice toward awakening, intertwined happily in Chan/Zen discourse 

with the expressions of the Chinese Dao, the model of “the way” from the 

great Chinese Daoist tradition. Paraphrasing Laozi’s Daoist classic, the 

Dao De Jing, Snyder says, “‘A path that can be followed is not a spiritual 

path.’ The actuality of things cannot be confined within so linear an image 

as a road.”146

Snyder proposes a model of the path, and of our practice, that embraces 

the wildness of our lives and is not caught by ruts, routines, or literalist 

instruction manuals. The true way cannot be tread through systems of 

stages or through our imagined attainments. As Snyder states, “The ‘per-

fect way’ is not a path that leads somewhere easily defined, to some goal 

that is at the end of a progression.” Our living way is followed through lis-

tening to our inner wildness, by sauntering beyond proscribed walkways. 

“The relentless complexity of the world is off to the side of the trail.”

Practice and awakening is a matter of play and liveliness. Play is the 

enjoyment of meeting our situation, including its problems, and enjoy-

ing playfulness with our life. There is also a “play” in our life inasmuch 

as it gives, shifts, loosens, or wavers as we actually engage reality and its 

impermanence. Snyder says, “The real play is in the act of going totally 

off the trail—away from any trace of human or animal regularity aimed 

at some practical or spiritual purpose.” This is how we meet what is 

authentic. “All of us are apprenticed to the same teacher that the religious 

institutions originally worked with: reality.” We may learn most deeply by 

accident, by making mistakes that reveal creative possibilities or alterna-

tive modes.

The forms of spiritual practice are a valuable legacy we receive from our 
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lineage, from our Zen ancestors. But following the rules and performing 

ritual forms perfectly are not the point of the Zen bodhisattva tradition. In 

Dōgen’s monastic standards he cherishes as his exemplars teachers who 

as monks expressed kindness and dedication to the practice, often while 

seriously violating the regulations.147 We find our real heart by meeting 

the realities and problems of our lives and worlds. As Snyder says, “There 

have always been countless unacknowledged Bodhisattvas who did not go 

through any formal spiritual training or philosophical quest. They were 

seasoned and shaped in the confusion, suffering, injustice, promise, and 

contradictions of life.” The way is a matter of staying open to the sadness 

of the world and not running away from ourselves or our situation.

Snyder says it this way:

“Off the trail” is another name for the Way, and sauntering off the 

trail is the practice of the wild. This is also where— paradoxically—

 we do our best work. But we need paths and trails and will always 

be maintaining them. You first must be on the path, before you 

can turn and walk into the wild.

The point of Zen forms and guidelines is not to follow them slavishly, 

but to use them as lattices around which to entwine our wild true hearts, 

love, and creativity, at the service of the world of which we are expressions. 

Such a path is available to each of us.



Part 5

American Zen Engagement





Liberation and Eternal Vigilance

vArieties of liBerAtion

In various ways Buddhist practice and Buddhist ritual forms are fairly 

strange to most Americans. But many aspects of our culture are conge-

nial and receptive to Buddhism, and they serve as gateways to enter this 

spiritual practice. For example, our interest and sophistication in psychol-

ogy is an entry for many people interested in various Buddhist therapeutic 

techniques and psychological insights. Also our culture has a deep yearn-

ing for community, so the Buddhist experience of twenty-five hundred 

years of spiritual community is attractive. People interested in science, 

such as the cutting edge of the new physics and neurobiology, find that 

Buddhist cosmology, philosophy, and meditative practices resonate with 

new scientific discoveries. In many ways aspects of our culture offer open-

ings to Buddhism.

One of the potentially strongest and most synchronistic American inter-

faces with Buddhist perspectives is the ideal of freedom, of liberty and 

justice for all, enshrined in the Declaration of Independence and in its 

celebrated opening line, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness.”

The goal of Buddhist practice is universal liberation, which bears a strong 

relationship to this Declaration. One account is that when the historical 
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Buddha Śākyamuni was awakened and became the Buddha, he said, “Now 

I see that all sentient beings without exception have buddha nature, and 

it is only because of their conditioning and confusion and ignorance that 

they do not realize it.”148 In the thirteenth century Eihei Dōgen expressed 

that idea as, “All sentient beings’ wholeness is buddha nature.”149 This is 

a kind of Buddhist declaration of independence, a proclamation of the 

liberated quality of totality. Various meanings of freedom and liberation 

appear in the interface between the American ideal of freedom and liberty 

and the Buddhist goal of liberation.

ongoing vigilAnce

One of my favorite American Dharma utterances, “The price of liberation 

is eternal vigilance,” is from Thomas Jefferson, the primary author of the 

Declaration of Independence. Jefferson’s rendition is, “The price of liberty 

is eternal vigilance.” This applies to our political liberty, as Jefferson was 

thinking of the corruption of governments and the need for sustained 

public oversight. We certainly need to watch for and respond to oppression 

in our society. But ongoing vigilance is also critical for Buddhist liberation. 

One must continually attend to inner intentions and habitual patterns. 

Insights into our habit patterns may be transformative, but are not usu-

ally sufficient to eradicate them. Our humanity includes the recurrence of 

personal shortcomings. When the Buddha was liberated it did not mean 

that he could check out and go back to the palace, live a life of privilege, and 

take it easy. And when American Zen students get some taste of Buddhist 

liberation, it does not mean they are finished and should go home and 

become unaware couch potatoes; or, for that matter, that they should stay 

in the zendo, close their eyes, and doze off to become zafu potatoes.

Both liberty and liberation require maintaining ongoing vigilance. 

Whether for freedom from social oppression or from personal oppres-

sion, freedom from corrupt corporations running our government or from 

our own corrupted psyches, the price of liberation is eternal vigilance. 

Awakened wisdom and compassion apply to our efforts to bring awareness 
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and forgiveness to the confusion, fear, and sorrow inside our own condi-

tioned skin bag. We are similarly challenged to express dignified, helpful 

responsiveness with the sufferings that arise among our friends, family, 

coworkers, and neighbors. Bodhisattva precepts and compassion further 

require our attention to our society and the environment at large, remain-

ing open to hear and respond as beneficially as possible to the suffering 

of the world and all beings.

indePendence in interdePendence

The dynamic of self and society is evident in the relationship between 

independence and interdependence. Buddhist teaching starts from the 

insight into the interdependence of all things. Actually each of us is totally 

interconnected with the whole universe. Each piece of wood or floorboard 

is totally connected to the sky and the clouds and the rain that nourished 

the tree, the logger who cut down the tree, the trucker who drove the lum-

ber to the mill, and the mill workers who milled the tree. And what did 

those workers have for breakfast, and where did that come from? Take any 

one item and trace it back and it connects with everything. And because 

everything is totally interdependent we have independence. In Buddhist 

teaching we might call this nondependence. Nondependence means that 

there is not a single thing to depend on. When we face any one thing we 

face everything, all together, all at once. We can express the whole each in 

our own unique fashion. The image of this in Buddhism traditionally, from 

Chinese Huayan teaching, is the jeweled net of Indra. The whole universe 

is a vast net, and at every interstice, every place where the meshes meet, 

there is a little jewel. Each jewel reflects the jewels around it. And each of 

those jewels reflects all the jewels around them and so forth. So that actu-

ally each jewel reflects everything, every jewel in the whole net. Now we 

might call it the jeweled internet.

Any one thing, any particular teaching, or any particular person, job, 

or relationship, any one thing that we wish to hold on to, or that we think 

exists separately, also depends on all things. There is nothing that is 
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 separate. It becomes a form of slavery to feel you are depending on some 

one thing, whatever it is. Actually, each of us has access to vast resources, 

because we are all interconnected. By not depending on any single thing, 

by acknowledging interdependence with all things, we see our connection 

to all beings. That is how we find our innate independence. We are actually 

all free individuals because we are connected up with everything.

Eternal vigilance could be described as heightened, constant attention. 

Attention is the cost required for this liberation. We must continue to pay 

attention. When the Buddha awakened, he paid a great deal of attention to 

how he could share this with all beings. In Buddhism, with such eternal 

vigilance, “eternal” means right now, not some abstraction of infinite time. 

Every moment includes all times. Right now our liberation is a matter of 

vigilantly paying attention to what is in front of us, including paying atten-

tion to the ways we imagine we can depend on some one particular thing 

as if it were fixed and reliable. Of course things we imagine we can depend 

on may be provisionally dependable to some extent. That is how we get 

up in the morning, get out the door, and into our car and on our way. We 

depend on many things, but we also must be ready to let go of things we 

deem as dependable, separate entities.

One side of this freedom is nonattachment, as described in Buddhism. 

As the American song by Kris Kristofferen goes, “Freedom’s just another 

word for nothing left to lose.” The Japanese Zen master Uchiyama Roshi 

said, “Gain is delusion, loss is enlightenment.” Thinking we have got hold 

of something is a delusion. When we can let it go or lose it, and are willing 

to surrender that to the vast jeweled internet, that is awakening, or libera-

tion. This is not easy.

The American ideal of democracy, of liberty and justice for all, par-

ticularly resonates with the teaching of Universal Vehicle Buddhism, or 

Mahāyāna, of which Zen is a part. Early Buddhism promoted the ideal of 

personal liberation; if one purified one’s own attachments and were free 

from desires, that would be liberation. Then Buddhism evolved and the 

universal vehicle developed. But it still includes this sense of personal 

liberation, which requires study of our own perceptions and what arises 
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in our own body and mind just sitting on our cushions. We study this 

closely, continuingly vigilant right now. Thereby we come to see how we 

concoct this process of alienation from the world, estranging ourselves by 

solidifying our sense of self and other, and we study this process closely. 

This is the intimate work of eternal vigilance and freedom from funda-

mental ignorance, the underlying confusion that Buddha spoke of as he 

awakened.

The universal vehicle goes further to see that we cannot be truly liber-

ated if others down the road are suffering. It is not just a matter of clearing 

up your own psyche and then you will be happy and free, with everything 

resolved. We see that others around us actually affect us and that ultimately 

we are completely connected with them. It must be liberty and justice for 

all, or, we might say, justice and liberation for everyone.

When the Declaration of Independence was written during the war to 

free the colonies from King George and British oppression, Benjamin 

Franklin said, “We must all hang together, else we shall all hang separately.” 

He saw that all the colonies had to come together and stand together for 

their liberty. Similarly, Buddhist practitioners come together to sit upright, 

facing the whole universe, facing the fact that we create suffering by imag-

ining ourselves separate from someone else. We have imagined we are 

hanging separately.

Positive freedom And kArmic limitAtions

There is freedom from—freedom from colonization by governments or by 

our own confusion and ignorance, from our own psychology. And there 

is also freedom to—freedom to do something positive to help others, to 

help all beings, to share and develop whatever qualities we have that are 

satisfying for ourselves and for everyone.

However, freedom is not escape. We cannot escape from our situation. 

A popular idea of freedom when I grew up back in the sixties was freedom 

as running away from problems, escaping into some other way of being. 

Such escape does not really work. We have to acknowledge our karma and 
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our Dharma position, which is to say that we have to accept who and where 

we are, and what we are doing. Then we remain present, with eternal 

vigilance. Liberty and liberation do not happen in some ideal place, some-

where up in the sky. We are always in some particular time and place, and 

we have to see ourselves and others in this context. The Buddha lived in a 

particular time and place; Thomas Jefferson lived in a particular time and 

place. Now most of us are aware that Thomas Jefferson owned slaves and 

probably fathered children with one of his slaves. This is an interesting 

problem. It is hard not to make judgments about that, and it is appropriate 

that we do have some judgments.

When the American founding fathers said that all men are created equal, 

women were not included. They could not vote, and also not all men were 

included. There was slavery, and even free men were not all included; one 

had to own a certain amount of property or land before one was included 

in the rights of the Constitution or in the right to vote. Supposedly the 

group drafting the Declaration originally had written, “Life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of property,” and Thomas Jefferson insisted on changing it to 

the pursuit of happiness. I bow deeply to Thomas Jefferson or whomever 

made that change. Events have a particular context. We cannot escape from 

but must face the consequences of a particular time and place. Freedom is 

not a matter of escaping responsibilities. 

thomAs jefferson And the vows of freedom

The United States Constitution was based in some large part on the 

confederation of the Iroquois nation. Benjamin Franklin and some oth-

ers studied and used parts of this Iroquois political system to draft our 

Constitution. Yet Benjamin Franklin himself later considered the Native 

Americans an obstacle to the progress of the United States. Thomas Jef-

ferson spoke highly of Native Americans, actually studied about the dif-

ferent tribes where information was available, and even wrote dictionaries 

of some of their languages. He was quite interested in their cultures, yet 

he arranged the Louisiana Purchase and spread the United States west-
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ward. Jefferson believed the Native Americans needed to learn agriculture 

rather than nomadic hunting, that they would be better off that way, and so 

was somewhat responsible for the destruction of native cultures, although 

perhaps this was historically inevitable. But while recognizing the serious 

shortcomings of Jefferson and many of his contemporaries, in some ways 

I celebrate Thomas Jefferson and other of our American forefathers, some 

of whose writings, at least, still represent something that resonates with 

Buddhist practice.

In addition to his statement about eternal vigilance, Jefferson vowed 

eternal hostility against every form of tyranny over the human mind. This 

was his personal vow. It feels very close to the traditional bodhisattva four 

vows, to save all sentient beings, to cut through all delusive afflictions, to 

enter all pathways to Dharma, and to realize the Buddha Way. These incon-

ceivable vows are supported by vigilant attention to conduct and aware-

ness, and steadfast helpfulness. Jefferson had a suitably dedicated and 

quite active mind, with interests in many realms, and significant accom-

plishments in many of them. His letters are very insightful. He was an 

architect, a painstaking agriculturist, a scientist, and wrote informatively 

about religion. As a Zen practitioner I feel related to him through his 

inquiry into the sacred and his questions and concerns. Some of these can 

be found in the wonderful collection of correspondence with his former 

rival John Adams later in their lives. Jefferson’s powerful writings include 

prescient, currently relevant utterances such as, “If there be one principle 

more deeply rooted than any other in the mind of every American it is 

that we should have nothing to do with conquest,” and “I hope we crush 

in its birth the aristocracy of our monied corporations which dare already 

to challenge our government to a trial by strength, and bid defiance to 

the laws of our country.”150 Sadly, it is his hopes that seem crushed in our 

current situation.

Jefferson was very insistent on religious freedom and tolerance, and on 

accepting all forms of religion. In the epitaph he wrote for his own tomb-

stone he did not mention being president of the United States. Instead he 

noted writing the Declaration of Independence, founding the University 
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of Virginia, and writing the Article of Religious Tolerance for the state of 

Virginia. This was important to him. Jefferson initiated the principle of 

separation of church and state in our country, but he never intended that 

we should not apply true spiritual values to public life. Jefferson used his 

own religious principles to consider what was happening in his world. But 

he insisted that no one person, not even the president, should be empow-

ered to speak for everyone to or about God.

Jefferson’s home at Monticello is still quite impressive. Jefferson invented 

many intriguing contraptions one can view there. Some of the Mahāyāna 

sutras talk about bodhisattva activity as including creating inventions and 

whatever mechanisms may help people. All of this said, still, Jefferson was 

a slaveholder. He thought it was an evil that should be eradicated, and he 

actually worked unsuccessfully to accomplish that in his early career. Yet 

he succumbed to the conditioning and economic imperatives of the slave 

plantation culture in which he was raised and did not free his own slaves 

until his will, on his deathbed. 

Acknowledging our own time

Looking back for inspiration in spiritual practice from those who have 

gone before, we have to acknowledge their particular time and place. Today 

some people criticize Śākyamuni Buddha also because he only reluctantly 

founded an order of nuns to go along with his order of monks, after quite 

a bit of persistent pressuring from his stepmother, Mahāprajāpati, who 

became the first leader of the order of nuns. The nuns were completely 

subordinate to the monks in the original Buddhist order, and they still are 

in many Buddhist countries. American Buddhists today often condemn 

that, and from our modern perspective, rightly so. But then we have to see 

the context of where the Buddha lived, and the society in northern India 

at that time, twenty-five hundred years ago. It was quite radical to start a 

Buddhist order and accept women at all. He accepted outcastes also, and 

he stated unequivocally that it was equally possible for women, outcastes, 

and everybody to awaken. This was extremely radical at that time.
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Still we may have some criticism. But I wonder how we ourselves will be 

judged in two hundred years, or in twenty-five hundred years. We live in a 

very violent, militaristic society. That is the consequence of our collective 

karma, this particular history of slavery and of the near genocide of the 

Native American people who lived here before the colonies. What things 

that we take for granted today, or things that we protest against today, 

will people look back and wonder, “How could they have done that?” We 

create pollution, many problems with the environment, many wars. We 

watch people on television butcher each other and do not know what to do. 

The planet’s climate has been damaged by human consumption and mas-

sive corporate corruption, and the extreme disparity in resources between 

the extremely wealthy and most human beings accelerates. We should be 

pretty humble in looking back and judging others.

Returning to this pursuit of happiness, or “life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness,” concerning this idea of freedom and the Buddhist sense 

of liberation, what does Buddhism have to offer to Americans today? 

Buddhism encourages sympathetic joy, to appreciate the virtues of oth-

ers, and also to feel happy when somebody else finds good fortune. That 

is not always easy, to really be joyful and sympathetic. When something 

you want and do not have comes to somebody else, can you actually 

feel sympathetically joyful? Basic to happiness in Buddhism is to have 

gratitude for the everyday wonders around us, whatever our situation. 

We can be grateful just to be alive. In Zen practice happiness has to do 

with uprightly facing our own life. Whatever arises, you need not be 

shaken or reactive to that situation, and we can respond uprightly. This 

upright posture is the gateway of repose and bliss, the gateway of peace 

and freedom.

With this eternal vigilance, this attentiveness right now, we can give 

ourselves the time and space to be at liberty, to enjoy our lives, to appreciate 

what we have before us, and to see how to be helpful for the world. I value 

the following writing about liberation by another great American patriot 

who was also a great yogi. Henry David Thoreau wrote about leaving his 

hermitage at Walden Pond to reenter the marketplace:
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I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there. Perhaps it 

seemed to me that I had several more lives to live, and could not 

spare any more time for that one. It is remarkable how easily 

and insensibly we fall into a particular route, and make a beaten 

track for ourselves. I had not lived there a week before my feet 

wore a path from my door to the pond side; and though it is 

five or six years since I trod it, it is still quite distinct. It is true, 

I fear that others may have fallen into it, and so helped to keep 

it open. The surface of the earth is soft and impressible by the 

feet of men; and so, with the paths which the mind travels. How 

worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, how 

deep the ruts of tradition and conformity! I did not wish to take 

a cabin passage, but rather to go before the mast and on the deck 

of the world, for there I could best see the moonlight amid the 

mountains.151

As Thoreau suggests, liberation and true happiness has to do with vigi-

lantly going beyond our mental ruts and being willing to share ourselves 

out in the world, enjoying the moonlight and mountains.



Consumerism and  
the Bodhisattva Precepts

the interActive evolution of Buddhism

Dharma teachers in the United States, and all the people who prac-

tice here, are involved in the project of bringing Buddhist practice 

and teaching into our lives in twenty-first-century America. Throughout 

the history of Buddhism in Asia, Buddhism has adapted, developed, and 

grown as it has moved into different countries and different cultures and 

interacted with native religions and traditions. In China with Daoism and 

ancestor veneration, in Japan with native Shinto spiritual ways, and in 

various different countries (including Tibet, Korea, and Southeast Asia), 

Buddhism has been a living tradition, which developed and interacted with 

the culture and has itself been transformed. This has been happening in 

America over the last fifty years as well.

I have been very involved in Buddhist-Christian dialogue through vari-

ous Buddhist-Christian conferences and dialogue workshops, and teaching 

Buddhist studies at Berkeley Graduate Theological Union, where many of 

my students have been Christian seminarians, and at Loyola University 

Chicago, a Jesuit school. From the point of view of Buddhism, studying dif-

ferent religious traditions is very informative in learning what is important 

in Buddhist practice. Many American Buddhists now are also very involved 

in interactions with Judaism, with Native American religions, with science, 

for example with modern physics and neurobiology, and very much with 

Western psychology. Many former students at San Francisco Zen Center, 
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where I was mostly trained, are now therapists, and I sometimes speak of 

Northern California Zen as Jungian Buddhism.

Interfaith dialogue has great value. As we find our own seat as American 

Buddhists, we bring our experience and our awareness of American tradi-

tions and culture to Buddhism, and Buddhism is naturally transformed. I 

have taught college courses in world religion and enjoy studying compara-

tive religion, finding something of value in every religious tradition. This is 

all background to the following discussion about the one major American 

religion whose fundamental values are in conflict with Buddhism: the 

religion of consumerism.

consumerist religion And hungry ghosts

Consumerism has been described as a religion by the Buddhist scholar 

David Loy.152 David Loy discusses the function of religions as teaching 

what the world is and our place in it. In this way consumerism functions 

as a religion, just like Buddhism and Christianity, grounding their follow-

ers in basic assumptions about themselves and the world around them. 

Religions teach how to live, what to do, and how to find fulfillment. David 

Loy describes two tenets or unquestioned items of faith for consumerism. 

One is that growth and subsidized world trade will benefit everyone. The 

second is that growth need not be constrained or curtailed by the limited 

resources of this finite planet. The economy can just keep growing indefi-

nitely. In consumerism self-fulfillment and self-realization depend on how 

much we consume. This basic philosophy or goal, expressed by the bum-

per sticker “Whoever dies with the most toys wins,” is an unquestioned, 

often unconscious value of our society.

The ramifications of consumerism can be clarified through the view-

point of bodhisattva precepts, which are guidelines for how to express 

Buddhist awareness in everyday activity. Much of Buddhist practice is 

about balancing wisdom and compassion. In zazen we get a taste of wis-

dom through touching the possibility of wholeness, and seeing deeply our 

interconnectedness with all being and the fundamental emptiness of all 
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distinctions. On the side of compassion we use the precepts not as com-

mandments but as guidelines to help express Buddha’s awareness in the 

various difficulties that arise in our ordinary everyday activity.

Trying to lead compassionate lives informed by the precepts brings fun-

damental conflict with some basic values in our society. In the mainstream 

media, especially due to the religion of consumerism, the fundamental 

values are greed, material acquisition, and even vengeance. All the televi-

sion commercials and the other ads we see are designed very skillfully to 

create more needs and more desires. The three thousand or more ads that 

the average American is exposed to each day create desires that can never 

be fully satisfied.

In Buddhism, beings who are never satisfied are called hungry ghosts, 

depicted with tiny throats and huge stomachs that can never be filled. No 

matter how hard they try they can never satisfy their desires—a very sad 

situation. The hungry ghost realm is one of the six levels of existence into 

which a being can be born. The other realms include human, animal, the 

heavenly realms, and the hell realms. These are also considered as psy-

chological descriptions of different potential aspects of our inner life. One 

of the more ornate and important ceremonies done in American Zen is 

Segaki, which means feeding the hungry ghosts, done with offerings piled 

on the altar. We usually perform this in America around Halloween, which 

traditionally has a similar function to the European “All Hallows Eve.” 

This ceremony is performed in Japan around August, during the Ōbon 

time when restless spirits are invited to return to this world. Offerings are 

made to appease the hungry ghosts and help them find some peace and 

satisfaction. Eventually they will hopefully find their way to rebirth back 

in the human realm.

Aiding hungry ghosts is important in Buddhist practice, but on the other 

hand, in American society people are trained by advertising to become 

hungry ghosts. The major holiday in the religion of consumerism has been 

appropriated from Christianity. It is called Christmas, and its purpose is 

to create hungry ghosts who are obliged to buy more, bigger, and more 

expensive gifts.
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contentment And the middle wAy

A basic Buddhist value is contentment with what we have, and enjoying 

this world as it is. We are grateful for the ocean, the birds in the trees, and 

our friends and family. This gratitude does not mean being passive and 

accepting everything without question. The precepts encourage response 

to suffering. We try not to harm but to benefit all beings, to see our lives 

in the context of all beings, benefiting not solely our own profit margin 

but working to foster awakening and awareness. Satisfaction comes from 

dynamic and responsive activity, not through creating or indulging craving 

for more material wealth.

In the Zen and Buddhist traditions are many examples of characters who 

are nonconsumer extremists. It is possible to be extremist about not hav-

ing desires, property, or needs. A wonderful Japanese Sōtō Zen monk and 

poet named Ryōkan (1758–1831) is still very popular in Japan. After finishing 

his training, instead of becoming the abbot of a temple or a formal Zen 

teacher, he went back to his hometown and lived in a tiny hut outside the 

town. He made his living by doing begging rounds, traditional in Asian 

Buddhism. He took as his name Daigu, “Great Fool,” and many stories 

tell of his foolishness, forgetfulness, and his frequent play with children. 

One well-known story describes Ryōkan sitting in his hut looking through 

the window or perhaps the holes in his roof at the full moon, an image of 

wholeness, perfection, and peacefulness in Zen. A thief entered the hut, 

but could find nothing to steal. Ryōkan, thinking the fellow must be really 

needy, gave the thief his only thin blanket. The thief took it (somewhat 

embarrassed) and left. Then Ryōkan wrote a poem about wishing he could 

give this person the moon.

Ryōkan wrote many wonderful poems, one of which speaks to this issue 

of consumerism in terms of the values of Buddhism.

Without desire everything is sufficient.

With seeking myriad things are impoverished.

Plain vegetables can soothe hunger.

A patched robe is enough to cover this bent old body.
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Alone I hike with a deer.

Cheerfully I sing with village children.

The stream beneath the cliff cleanses my ears;

The pine on the mountain top fits my heart.153

In Zen history are many examples of people who similarly went to 

extremes to not need any toys and just live simply, open-heartedly appreci-

ating the world of nature and meditation. Buddhists, however, practice the 

Middle Way. The alternative to consumerism is not necessarily to give away 

all your property, or enter a residential center and support the Dharma as 

monks offering your labor to the community.

Consumerism goes back a while in world history. Ryōkan was, along 

with everything else, a great calligrapher, whose work was quite valuable 

even during his own lifetime. Among many stories of people trying to trick 

him into writing calligraphy, some children asked Ryōkan to write some-

thing on their kites to help them fly. He wrote “Heaven-Up-Great-Wind,” 

and the kids were very happy. But their parents had put them up to it since 

they wanted to acquire the hot commodity of Ryōkan calligraphy.

Wealth actually offers an opportunity, and a responsibility, to find the 

“middle way” between extremes of consumerism and asceticism. In Bud-

dhism are many examples of wealthy “nonconsumers” who have used their 

material resources and power to help the poor and needy, to help develop 

culture and the arts, and even to foster awakening in others. One famous 

example in Buddhist literature is Vimalakīrti, the legendary laymen who 

supposedly lived during Śākyamuni Buddha’s lifetime, twenty-five hun-

dred years ago.154 He had great business skill and vast resources. But he 

used his wealth to benefit beings and help lead them toward the path to 

finding their true self. He expressed the middle way between not needing, 

like Ryōkan, and acquisitiveness, using his resources beneficially while 

not being consumed by them. Similarly, there are people with significant 

resources in our world today who use them wisely and help many. Bud-

dhism does not require abandoning all material goods but uses the phe-

nomenal world to help support awakening.

The gravest danger to Buddhism from consumerism is seeing spiritual 
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practice as yet another commodity to consume. We have been trained by 

advertising and media to want the best, quickest, and fanciest of every-

thing. Some people travel around visiting different Buddhist centers and 

teachers seeking the quickest path or the best teacher, the fast track to 

enlightenment. The consumerist approach to Buddhism is not so help-

ful. This practice is about expressing our deepest self and deepest truth. 

That takes some time, some settling in, and the willingness to be present 

in this body and mind. Zazen is not about gaining something we do not 

already have; it requires patience and a willingness to be present, fully 

inhabiting our body and mind, not trying to acquire some fancy new state 

of consciousness.

not killing the world

Returning to the question of precepts and ethics, the root of the problem 

of consumerism is the nature of basic values. Happiness need not involve 

wealth and property. We have a right to be happy just as Ryōkan was happy, 

walking on his begging rounds, playing with children, meditating, and 

looking at the moon. The sixteen bodhisattva precepts used in the Sōtō 

Zen tradition are not seen as commandments but as expressions of how 

awakened awareness acts in the world. Each of the precepts is a kind of 

problem or a question; each has many aspects. The first of the ten grave 

precepts is, “A disciple of the Buddha does not kill.” Consumerism can 

kill the life of the world by making things into dead commodities. Do we 

see the world and each other as alive, or instead see the world, each other, 

and even ourselves as just commodities to be consumed? Is the world an 

array of dead objects, or is it alive, dynamic, and interactive as Buddhism 

teaches?

How we respond to these questions has effects both for our society and 

for our own hearts and minds. People in positions of power, believing the 

world just a commodity to be consumed, feel entitled to cut down old-

growth forests or drill for oil recklessly without safety precautions along the 

shores of California or the Gulf Coast. They are just liquidating their assets, 
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without concern for environmental consequences. Based on the values of 

consumerism, organizations like NAFTA and the World Trade Organi-

zation, controlled by massive multinational corporations, have arranged 

treaties and laws for globalization that make the corporate right to profits 

legally supersede human rights, labor rights, or reasonable environmental 

protections. These organizations treat the ecosystems of our world as a 

bunch of dead commodities to exploit.

The precept of not killing asks whether we see our world as alive. Do we 

see each other as alive? Do we see ourselves as separate from the world, 

from the oceans, from nature preserves, birds and trees, separate from 

each other? If so, then nature and people and everything we see are all 

just dead objects that can be manipulated to get the most out of them for 

our own profit. We consume everything, even people. This is the logic of 

consumerism.

A line from Bob Dylan says that people sometimes do what they do just 

to be “Nothing more than something they invest in.”155 When we follow 

the tenets of consumerism, we invest in ourselves. We are all familiar with 

this process of marketing ourselves as mere commodities in our resumes. 

But we may lose the other joy, not happiness based on the pursuit of prop-

erty, but the happiness to enjoy responding positively and constructively 

to the situations in our world and our everyday activities, to enjoy what is 

already present.

consumerist intoxicAtion

The fifth grave precept is that a disciple of Buddha does not intoxicate mind 

or body of self or others. In some Asian countries it is rendered, “A disciple 

of the Buddha does not sell wine or alcohol,” but this involves more than 

just alcohol or drugs. This precept refers to the basic practice of aware-

ness, paying attention to the situation right now, which is the opposite of 

intoxication. Whether or not you have had a glass of wine, the important 

practice is to be present in the midst of this life.

On the other hand, based on the values of consumerism, advertising and 
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entertainment industries very skillfully distract us from being present in 

our body and mind. They aim to increase our desires and cravings, in effect 

making us hungry ghosts. This is a kind of intoxication. It may be nice to 

have shiny new toys and keep up with the latest technological wonders. 

But we can get carried away. Paraphrasing Descartes’ “I think, therefore I 

am,” consumerism proclaims, “I shop, therefore I am.” The middle way 

considers how we take care of what we have and the tools we use, without 

ourselves being consumed by the drive to have more and bigger and better. 

Are we avoiding our lives with addiction to acquiring material objects?

The founder of Sōtō Zen, Eihei Dōgen, in his noted writing “Genjōkōan,” 

says, “When Dharma does not fill our body and mind we think it is already 

sufficient. When Dharma fills our body and mind we realize that some-

thing is missing.”156 This something missing is exactly our life problem, 

our sadness and frustration. In Zen practice we sit facing the reality that 

something is missing, as Dharma fills our body and mind. The problem 

with consumerism is that it attempts to fill this “something is missing” 

with new toys, to distract us from our own fears, sadness, and frustrations, 

and thus to take us away from our life.

Most people are not soaked in the Dharma like Ryōkan. Feeling a little 

frustration, instead of facing who we are and settling into that, we may 

attempt to feel better by buying new toys. This is very tempting. Sitting 

upright in the middle of our world and our situation is often very painful. 

Sometimes we need to take a break, to go enjoy a movie or even enjoy a 

new toy. But in the middle way we do not intoxicate ourselves such that 

we are not aware of “something missing,” that sense of lack. Dylan has 

another line, “All of us, at times, we might work too hard, To have it too 

fast and too much. And anyone can fill his life up, With things he can see 

but he just cannot touch.”157 In consumerism we fill our life up with things 

that actually do not touch the reality of our lives. In Buddhism we do not 

need to possess everything. We can recall Ryōkan’s happiness and enjoy 

the moon. We need not conquer the moon.

Buddhist practice is about learning not to be addicted, not to consume 

our world. We can appreciate the forest, wildlife, and our lives as they are 



   consumerism and the bodhisattva precepts     241

without needing to accumulate more toys. If we do have a lot of toys, how 

can we use them beneficially? We can enjoy the toys we have, following the 

middle way, and not be consumed by needing more, bigger, and better.

guidAnce for contentment

There is no “Buddhist policy” about how to deal with the damage being 

caused by consumerism all around the world. But practice does emphasize 

the basic value of awareness in our lives and encourages paying attention. 

Consider, “Do I really need this? How can I most beneficially use that?” 

With attention, aware of these values as they impact our society and our 

own lives, then eventually these patterns of addiction may change and 

consumerism stop harming the world. Ryōkan really was a fool in terms 

of consumerist values, but his poems offer guidance:

All my life, too lackadaisical to stand up for myself;

Buoyantly, I leave everything to the harmony of reality.

In my sack, three scoops of rice; 

Beside the fire, a bundle of firewood;

Who would ask about traces of delusion and enlightenment?

How could you know the dusts of name and gain?

Evening rain; in my thatched hut

I casually stretch out my legs.

Ryōkan’s simple lifestyle of voluntary poverty and extensive meditation was 

obviously grounded in a sincere dedication to awakening. The integrity of 

Ryōkan’s awareness is apparent in the following poem about his begging 

practice.

Ringing a monk’s staff, I enter the eastern town.

So green, willows in the garden;

So restless, floating grass over the pond;

My bowl is fragrant with rice from a thousand homes.
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My heart has abandoned splendor of ten thousand vehicles.

Yearning for traces of ancient buddhas,

Step by step I walk, begging.158

We can hear Ryōkan’s joyful appreciation of a life of simple, unpretentious 

caring.



Meeting Our Ancestors of the Future

honoring Ancestors in deeP time

W  hen we can fully see our own time in the dynamic fullness of all  

 time, without being blind to cause and effect, without being caught 

by limiting views of time itself, we can begin to be the present time in the 

depths of time, to presence the deep time that includes and honors the 

presence right now of our ancestors.

Those of us who have connected to a spiritual tradition have a natural 

inclination to appreciate and venerate our ancestors, the persons we look 

back to as having blazed the way for us. Thus these reflections include the 

past, honoring the ancestors whom I recall for enduring inspiration, whose 

wisdom and insight, efforts and generosity, help show me how to be more 

human and more fully myself.

But how can we also include the future, embodying faith that there is 

a future, and respecting the persons out there in the future who are also 

our ancestors? Although I do not know their names, and might find their 

worlds as unimaginable as our own modern world would be to venerable 

ancestors from distant past centuries, still I trust that these persons of the 

future will find their own appropriate ways to carry forth the principles 

and livelihood that motivate me. Inasmuch as they recognize the dynamic 

and total interconnectedness of all being, and act accordingly with kind-

ness and clarity, these future beings are also our ancestors and actually 

support us now.



244     zen questions   

I feel responsibility to acknowledge, honor, and in some way represent, 

a great many specific beings and groups of beings. Speaking from my own 

personal truth and karma, I hear the chords that unite all those of good 

will, bringing together the web of past and future.

the threAt to time itself

These reflections on temporality and future generations were sparked by 

the work on the issue of nuclear waste by American Buddhist scholar, 

teacher, and activist Joanna Macy and by my participation in the Nuclear 

Guardianship Project that she initiated.159 In the wake of the destruction 

now being unleashed around the world by global climate change, and the 

catastrophic BP oil spew off the United States Gulf Coast, nuclear waste 

had seemed a minor concern before the earthquake and nuclear disaster 

at Fukushima in northern Japan. Some are even still misguidedly advo-

cating renewal of dangerous nuclear power technology as a substitute for 

the damages of fossil fuel energy.160 The realities of the massive climate 

damage unleashed in our time, along with the deadly poison of nuclear 

waste our species has left on the earth, will be our most significant physi-

cal legacy to distant future generations. The nearly inconceivable extent of 

time in which nuclear waste materials will remain toxic (dozens and even 

hundreds of millennia) necessitates our rethinking our awareness of tem-

porality. Our ancestors of the future are looking back on us, waiting for us 

to act and take up safekeeping and protection of the planet they will inherit. 

And our own mental health requires our concern and caring for future 

generations. We require some future for our present to be meaningful.

Our faith that there will be a future is vital. As Joanna Macy and others 

have pointed out, the great unrecognized disease of our time is the real 

possibility of the end of our species, the end of time itself, as we know it. 

The potential perils of nuclear catastrophe, along with other threats such 

as the effects of deforestation, pollution of land and oceans, massive global 

climate damage, and the Gulf oil disaster, all exact a devastating and often 

hidden psychic toll. Further, there are very strong indications that the cur-
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rent rate of species extinctions far exceeds anything in the fossil record.161 

The age-old apocalyptic fears are now rampant, reinforced by scientific 

evidence of the destruction of our environment, and our consciousness is 

impaired by hopelessness with this dull awareness. We must open to the 

meaning of our suppressed despair and find ways to recognize and act in 

concert with the people of the future, to imagine the continuation of our 

best efforts.

chAnging the PAst while Being time

To fully meet our ancestors of both future and past, we must envision a 

new dynamic relationship to time itself. The eighth-century Chinese Zen 

master Shitou (700–790; Jpn.: Sekitō) said, “I humbly say to those who 

study the mystery: Don’t waste time.”162 A century later, the great master 

Zhaozhou (778–897; Jpn.: Jōshu) said to a monk, “I use the hours of the 

day, you are used by the hours of the day.”163 This not wasting time, or using 

time’s hours, is not a matter of efficiency or productivity indices. Zhaozhou 

used time by being fully present, by fully sensing the immediate intimacy 

of his present being with all other beings in space and time. Not wasting 

time is to take care of the one who is not busy, who uprightly faces the 

present with steadiness right in the midst of the whirling sands of time.

The Huayan School of Buddhism in China, based on the Flower Orna-

ment/Avatam. saka Sutra, gives a rich depiction of the multidimensional 

quality of time. It speaks of ten times: the past, present, and future of the 

past, of the present, and of the future, respectively, and finally the combina-

tion of all these nine times.164 The past of the present may also be the past 

of a future. The present of the future will be intimately connected to the 

future of our present, yet is not necessarily predetermined or limited by 

our present future. We can reclaim the past in the present and thus actually 

change our past, as well as our present, for the sake of the future. History 

is the changing process of defining the past for the present, and the stories 

we tell about the past in the present change the meaning of past events. 

Even if we cannot bring back extinct species or detoxify nuclear poisons, 
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seeing those events as opportunities to change how we care for the world 

may change the meaning of this past. We can rewrite the history of the 

future in the present as well as in the future.

In the realm of “being time” elaborated in Dōgen’s writing, time does 

not only flow from past to present to future.165 Time moves in mysterious 

ways, passing dynamically between all ten times and beyond. Time is not 

some intractable external container we are caught in. We are time. When 

we fully express ourselves right now, that is time. We cannot help but fully 

express our deepest truth right now. We cannot avoid being time. Even 

a partial, half-hearted exertion of our being time is completely a partial 

being time.

When we realize that we are ineluctably being time in this very body and 

mind, we can choose to be and act from our deepest and noblest intention. 

We can choose to express our being of time in a way that connects with 

all beings here now and also connects with all beings, all of our ancestors, 

throughout the generations of past and future. We can intend to be a time 

that accepts the support and guidance of all beings of all times.

Having a wide, inclusive view of time deepens our appreciation of this 

present time. Such a range of time is expressed by Dōgen’s twelfth-century 

Chinese predecessor, Chan Master Hongzhi, “This is the time and place to 

leap beyond the ten thousand emotional entanglements of innumerable 

eons. One contemplation of ten thousand years finally goes beyond all the 

transitory, and you emerge with spontaneity.”166 When we emerge from 

denial of the vast depths of time and are willing to contemplate the whole 

ten thousand years, then finally we can dynamically and freely exert and 

inhabit our present being time.

reinhABiting AncestrAl time

However, it is not that we should exclude the common, linear view of time. 

This being time in congress with all time does not at all deny or violate our 

conventional truths, our everyday notion of time being hours, minutes, 

and seconds. We must see how, right in the middle of our ordinary time 
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of walking down the path, the ancestors of past and future walk together 

with us. Reenvisioning time, we can reinhabit time. Reinhabiting time we 

enrich our lives by reclaiming our intimate relationship and connection to 

beings of the past and beings of the future.

We have a rich multiplicity of ancestors to recognize, including our spiri-

tual lineage and our diverse cultural heritage. As a Zen Buddhist priest, 

I represent and revere a particular lineage of practitioners and ancestors 

reaching back through Japan and China to Śākyamuni Buddha, twenty-five 

hundred years ago in India. Being in the first generation of American Zen 

priests, I clarify that situation to my Japanese counterparts, many of them 

the offspring of generations of temple priests, by pointing out that there are 

not yet American Buddhist priests who are sons or daughters of priests.

Contemplating the connections of generations, I also esteem and feel 

indebted to many Western cultural ancestors. Many people of fine spirit 

and dedication have strived to express the divine wonder of our human life. 

As just a tip of the iceberg, I personally venerate Bach, William Blake, Van 

Gogh, Rumi, Dostoevsky, Coltrane, and Rilke for such expression. From 

our American homeland we can recall those who have cared and acted for 

the planet and for human liberty, for example: Thomas Paine, Tecumseh, 

Henry David Thoreau, Harriet Tubman, Dorothy Day, John Muir, Jackie 

Robinson. Readers will have their own lists of culture figures who act as 

inspirational ancestors, from literature and legend as well as history.

Americans also all have particular, dramatically diverse genetic, ethnic 

backgrounds, whether from Native Americans, Europeans, Africans, or 

Asians. We may also imagine more arcane and subtle heritages, for exam-

ple those derived from our past lifetimes. Just as we have this multiplicity 

of past ancestors, lurking in the future and connected to us are members 

of our spiritual, cultural, and genetic lineages, whom we may meet as 

future ancestors.

When I lived in Kyoto for two years in the early nineties, collaborating 

on translations of Dōgen and immersing myself in the ambience and prac-

tice life of ancient Buddhist temples and artifacts, I learned the Japanese 

word keikō. Signifying diligent practice or training, keikō literally means 
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“to search out, study, and contemplate the way of the ancients.” In mod-

ern Japanese it is a common term for “practice” while training in arts and 

sports, as in practicing tea ceremony, the piano, or karate. This was also an 

important term for Dōgen, referring to practice modeled on penetrating 

study of and reflection on the ancient sages and their standards. Respecting 

the ancestors, we learn to respect ourselves and more thoroughly become 

ourselves, more fully connected to our place in the web of time. Slavishly 

following the exact traditions and forms of the past is not the point. Rather, 

we learn from the spirit of the ancestors qualities of attention and caring, 

of awareness and steadfastness. In his “Writing on Arousing the Vow,” 

Dōgen said, “Ancient buddhas and ancestors were as we; we shall come to 

be buddhas and ancestors. Venerating buddhas and ancestors, we are one 

with buddhas and ancestors; contemplating awakening mind, we are one 

with awakened mind.”167 Thus we join the ancestors.

meeting future Beings

Might we also apply keikō, the enactment of appreciation of the ancients, 

not only to respect for past ancestors, but also to our respect for our ances-

tors of the future? How can we search for and study the examples and spirit 

of our future ancestors? I sense they are watching us now, looking back 

hopefully at our responses to the dreadful dangers of the present era.

During my two years living in Kyoto, I imagined another young Ameri-

can Buddhist, five hundred years hence, on her own pilgrimage to Kyoto to 

connect with our common roots. I saw her wandering like me between the 

thousand-year-old temples, pagodas, and cemeteries on Mount Yoshida, 

and wondered which old buildings would be left to see, what bits of human 

civilization would remain, what would be recognizable in the twenty-fifth 

century.

Any of our present humble efforts to care for the planet were vitally 

important to her. I felt her request to us. We have such a relationship and 

responsibility to all beings of the future, to all creation. As humans we 

now wield a powerful sword that can destroy or give life to many other 
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species of life and to many rich forms of expression. Our ancestors expect 

something of us. It is not enough for us to know of our connectedness. 

We can honor the ancestors by giving immediate attention to educating 

the current generation and the next generation about the richness of time. 

We must encourage ourselves to see time as alive and multifaceted, not 

merely as dead, objectified clock-time.

deeP eArth time

Our connection to all time is also our connection to the earth. The ground of 

our being is the same ancestral ground that plants us in time. We uncover 

our ancestors in the earth we inhabit. This truth is strikingly depicted 

in a story in the Lotus Sutra. Myriad bodhisattvas, enlightening beings 

who have arrived from other dimensions or distant solar systems to hear 

Śākyamuni Buddha’s teaching, ask if he needs their help to maintain this 

teaching in the future evil age. From our vantage point, twenty-five hun-

dred years later, I imagine the question from Buddha they are responding 

to as: “In the distant age of television, automobiles, global climate dam-

age, and nuclear waste, how will those people hear the true teaching of 

universal awakening?”

The Buddha tells them not to fear, and suddenly, from out of the 

empty, open space under the ground, spring vast multitudes of noble, 

gentle beings, dedicated to the emancipation of all creation.168 The Buddha 

declares that these bodhisattvas practice diligently within the earth, forever 

guiding confused, worldly people. Moreover, they have all trained intently 

with him, even though many apparently are ages older than the Buddha 

himself. He is the ancestor even of those from his past.

Our ancestors awakening us to important realities are always nearby, 

coming from strange unexpected realms. In an apocryphal but useful story, 

Chief Seattle of the Duwamish people, in 1854 in what is now Washington 

State, supposedly issued a prophecy that resonates remarkably with the 

story of bodhisattvas emerging from the earth in the Lotus Sutra. Although 

not historically accurate, the essence of Seattle’s reported message is 
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 reliable and congruent with the spiritual vision of indigenous peoples.169 

Purportedly Seattle eloquently described his people’s intimate relationship 

with the land, seeing each feature of the earth as sacred and wondrous, 

especially venerating the resting places of their ancestors. Seattle marveled 

that the white men uncaringly wandered far from their ancestors’ graves. 

We have forgotten and neglected our ancestors. But the spirits of departed 

native braves, maidens, mothers, and children still love the beautiful land, 

and Seattle predicted that in the future, when the white men’s grandchil-

dren walk their city streets, the native spirits would return, emerging from 

the ground to exert their influence.

Even today, the answers to our dilemmas might still be found in the open 

earth right beneath our feet. This requires our respecting the earth and its 

sensitivity as an organic biosystem. When we dig deeply, metaphorically, 

rather than to plunder the earth, this very ground can support us and awak-

ened ones from future and past generations, forgotten or not yet conceived, 

can become our teachers and ancestors. The answers to our questions, our 

natural vitality, and our self-realization are all here in this place and life, 

not in some fantasy world in some other realm. What is needed is present 

and available. Our essential transformation is a matter of becoming more 

fully true to ourselves, rather than in becoming something other.

Protecting the rhythms of time

In time, our connection to earth is the connection to its natural rhythms. 

With patience we can find our own expression of these rhythms. Despite 

all of our tantalizing technologies, we cannot control or manipulate the 

deeper rhythms of the earth. Human efforts to garner corporate profits 

from the earth’s deep resources are now instead reaping disastrous conse-

quences for all life. In a popular phrase, the earth does not belong to us, but 

we are part of the earth; we move to its rhythms. Attuned to these rhythms, 

appropriate actions may become clear and we may become ready to do 

what is needed. Our multiplicity of ancestors has bequeathed us valuable 

guidance in finding our footing in this ancestral time-ground. For example, 
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the Iroquois people of America’s past enacted all policies and programs 

only after considering their impact for the next seven generations. How can 

we also learn to proceed with such a range of vision, rather than operating 

only on quarterly profit margins?

The American Zen pioneer Gary Snyder has said that Zen practice comes 

down to sitting and sweeping the temple, and it is up to us to decide the 

boundaries of our temple. As in space, so in time. Gary Snyder also has 

said we must act immediately with full urgency, knowing how critical are 

the threats to our planet; and simultaneously, we must act as if we have 

all the time in the world, moving with dignity, care, and patience.170 We 

must be determined to sustain our gaze and our response to the challenges 

before us.

How shall we apply our spiritual or philosophical insights to the concrete 

realities at hand? Many crises and dilemmas face our world and its ecosys-

tems, and these will require spiritual as well as technological responses. 

We must halt the many scourges to the earth: mountaintop removal for 

the sake of climate endangering coal, massive deforestation harming our 

atmosphere and the balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide, oil drilling 

destroying our oceans, and the continuing production of lethal nuclear 

waste. Climate damage has arrived, and it is harming people and cultures 

all around the world. The BP oil bled into the Gulf continues to damage 

many eco-systems and species, a wounding of the earth whose full impact 

we cannot yet imagine. We must now find the fortitude to endure severe 

changes to our lifestyles and also to exert strong pressure on the corporate 

and political powers that be to create needed changes in how our societ-

ies are organized. Corporate profiteering that seriously endangers future 

generations, our ancestors of the future, is no longer morally acceptable.

But the dangers to our world are actually a wonderful opportunity to 

enrich our relationship to time and to beings of the future, to deepen the 

experience and worthiness of being human by taking on guardianship of 

our world. From the perspective of bodhisattva practice, living in challeng-

ing times is a bounteous gift. Everything we do now to add insight, caring, 

and beneficial activity to our world can actually make a huge difference to 
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the planet’s environment and to future generations of humans and other 

beings, all under threat in the current situation.

We have a responsibility to take care of our own garbage. The almost 

inconceivable time-frame of nuclear waste forces us to envision a new 

model of guardianship. Joanna Macy’s Nuclear Guardianship Project real-

ized that the current international nuclear policy makers seem unable 

to grapple with the time spans involved, as they plan burial of nuclear 

waste deep within the earth in containers that will inevitably leak and 

release their contents into the biosphere, long before the poisons have 

become neutralized. Responsible nuclear guardianship requires, instead, 

that nuclear waste be contained in retrievable, monitorable storage, so that 

leaks can be repaired and so that any possibly relevant future technologies 

might be applied to reducing and containing their radioactivity. Further, 

the nuclear disaster in northern Japan is evidence of the failure of regula-

tory systems to protect the public from this deadly technology. Such highly 

inadequate safety regulations, implemented with industry influence, have 

been documented elsewhere as well, resulting in so far less dangerous 

nuclear accidents, including in the United States. Even if no new nuclear 

power is utilized, the poison of the current wastes will be unimaginably 

persistent. 

Similar considerations apply to our current use of fossil fuels. When 

the serious environmental costs are factored in, and the massive subsidies 

given to these industries by corrupted politicians are discounted, these 

energy sources are not at all economically sound, despite the claims of the 

corporate mass media. We require a strong international effort and invest-

ment to develop and implement sustainable, renewable energy technolo-

gies such as solar, wind, geothermal, and biomass, all feasible.

Apart from the need to transform global energy policies, in our every-

day lives we can find ways to include and relate to friends in future gen-

erations. Meeting our ancestors of the future involves appreciating our 

multiple lineages and deciding how to act intentionally to strengthen the 

things that remain, to convey the heart of worthy traditions to their future 

ancestors. We also can envision, dream, and send messages to our future 
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ancestors, recognizing the support they give us now, as they look back at 

us and consider our lives. We may imagine and forge personal bonds to 

particular future ancestors. As we take responsibility to do whatever we 

each can to make the world a more welcoming place for those who follow, 

they are watching us. 

Our ancestors of the future are waiting to give us their gratitude.





Collective Karma and Systemic  
Responses to Climate Disruption

revisioning the teAching of kArmA

For Buddhists to respond appropriately to the calamities that have 

only started to befall us all from global climate disruption caused by 

human activities, we will need to rethink the common misunderstandings 

of karma that have prevailed in Buddhist Asia. The teaching of karma 

has been frequently misused in Asian history to rationalize injustice and 

blame the victims of societal oppression. The popular version of this 

includes that people born into poverty or disability deserve their situation 

because of misdeeds in past lives. Such views have themselves caused 

great harm.

This ignorance has also arisen in the face of human atrocities, the 

equivalent of saying that people in the World Trade Towers on 9/11 

deserved to die because their previous karma brought them to be there 

that day, or victims of Hurricane Katrina deserved their fate because their 

past lives led them to live near failing levees. If we look fully at causes 

and conditions, the events of 9/11 cannot be separated from the unfortu-

nate history of the Middle East and the complexities of the United States’ 

and other nations’ roles therein. The damage done by Hurricane Katrina 

cannot be separated from such factors as hurricanes intensifying due to 

climate change, the long history of American slavery and racism, and the 

complicated conditions through which the federal government in place 

at the time willfully disregarded warnings about the inadequacy of the 

levees.
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the kArmA of interconnected nonself

Inflation of the effects of individual karma and lack of acknowledgment 

of collective karma ignore the basic Buddhist teachings of nonself and 

interconnectedness. Anātman (nonself) is axiomatic to Buddhism, that 

all merely individual selves are empty and lack inherent, substantial exis-

tence. True “Self” is the whole interconnected web of phenomena, depicted 

in the seventh-century Chinese Huayan Buddhist school with the image 

of Indra’s net, an intricate weave of connected interstices, each particu-

lar point of which completely reflects the totality of the vast network of 

being.171 The application of Huayan thought to our environmental context 

has been clear to many modern Buddhists. Buddhist and environmental 

scholar Stephanie Kaza, for instance, extends the metaphor of this jew-

eled net:

If you tug on any one of the lines of the net—for example through 

loss of species or habitat—it affects all the other lines. . . . If 

clouded jewels are cleared up (rivers cleaned, wetlands restored), 

life across the web is enhanced. Because the web of interdepen-

dence includes not only the actions of all beings but also their 

thoughts, the intention of the actor becomes a critical factor in 

determining what happens.172

Thus karma cannot be merely individual when our actions and inten-

tions are so thoroughly connected with the whole environment. And our 

efforts toward collective, systemic responses have positive effects we can-

not clearly measure or anticipate.

Going back to the thirteenth century, Dōgen described the mutually 

beneficial impact of one person engaged in Buddha’s meditation inter-

acting with all phenomenal objects: grasses and trees, fences and walls, 

tiles and pebbles. Each element offers spiritual guidance for all others. He 

went so far as to say that with one person’s sitting, “all space in the uni-

verse completely becomes enlightenment.”173 Clearly the karmic impact 
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of the individual expressed in such teachings is not separate from a whole 

range of collective events. The dependent arising of each phenomenal 

event is due to a complex web of causes and conditions. Collective entities, 

such as a nation or a culture or a species, no less than individual human 

beings, have patterns of conditioned activities based on prior group 

actions. Multitudes of layers and levels of such communities are always  

involved.

modern Buddhism And rejection of  
the four noBle truths

The failure of the teaching of individual karma was recognized by the 

great leader of the Untouchables, Bhimrao Ambedkar, when he led the 

mass conversion to Buddhism of over three million Indian “Untouchables” 

starting in 1956. Ambedkar chose Buddhism for his fellow Untouchables 

after his careful study of world religions, but he rejected the Four Noble 

Truths. He felt that this teaching blamed individuals for suffering and 

ignored “the heartless action of others and the systemic injustice of such 

social arrangements as the caste system. The idea of karma, he believed, 

would only accentuate the self-blame of the Untouchables instead of plac-

ing the blame on the caste system itself.”174 The second Noble Truth says 

that suffering has a cause, which is grasping based on desire, with result-

ing harmful karma. But this pattern of grasping and attachment is not 

necessarily, or even primarily, a simply individual matter.

Unfortunately, Ambedkar died less than two months after this mass 

conversion, but the Untouchables, now sometimes called Dalit, remain 

strong, constituting more than 90 percent of India’s eight million Bud-

dhists (as of the 2001 census). Today the Dalit Buddhists maintain vital 

teaching and organizations, and a robust socially engaged practice.175 

Other modern Asian Buddhists have also seen the necessity of responding 

collectively to sources of suffering. For example, the Sarvodaya Shrama-

dana movement in Sri Lanka has benefited villagers and reduced suffer-

ing by seeing the need to inquire into collective needs in the villages and 
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mobilizing a communal response through appropriate work projects and 

ongoing communication.176

Responding coherently to global climate change requires our recogni-

tion of the reality of collective karma, not seeing karma as merely indi-

vidual. Individuals who practice recycling and modest use of resources 

contribute to helping the situation, but no matter how many individuals 

do so personally, the wider systemic causes also demand collective action 

to produce any significant effect. Without major development of sustain-

able mass energy sources and governmental regulation of industrial and 

energy corporations to lessen their negative impact on the environment, 

the climate disruption will worsen, despite the personal practices of well-

meaning individuals. Just as the causes for the situation are collective, a 

cooperative, systemic response is required, addressing the societal as well 

as individual karmic conditions for pollution and excessive carbon emis-

sions. A Buddhist response now must involve study of systemic condi-

tions for damage. In the case of climate change, this may include a wide 

range of practical study, along with traditional Buddhist environmental 

perspectives.

disAster cAPitAlism And systemic chAnge

Many current works may serve as resources for raising awareness and 

responding to systemic causes. Information on the scientific realities and 

also suggestions for solutions are available on the website “Ecological 

Buddhism: A Buddhist Response to Global Warming.”177 Other examples 

include Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth, with its vivid depictions of 

the scientific facts about climate change. Another perspective is offered 

by Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine, with its analysis of the workings of 

what she calls “disaster capitalism,” in which corporate profiteers enrich 

themselves in the midst of disasters, which they sometimes encourage 

as well as exploit. She discusses how this applies to environmental as 

well as political crises, including the nonresponse to those endangered by 

Hurricane Katrina.178 A rethinking of our current economic systems may 
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be necessary for addressing global climate issues, which are not separate 

from the current global economic crisis. From the perspective of Buddhist 

“right view,” no single ideological explanation by itself can encompass the 

total range of causes from many realms. Still, Buddhist practice confirms 

that awareness is transformative, both individually and collectively. Raising 

awareness, our own as well as that of all around us, will help make possible 

the larger changes that are needed.

As Al Gore among others has clarified, the situation of global climate 

change is urgent. Rapid systemic changes to use sustainable energy sources 

and stop emitting carbon are critical. Writings by the great American Zen 

thinker and poet Gary Snyder have illuminated the plight of our environ-

ment and an approach to response. He clarifies the need for a wide per-

spective, “The larger view is one that can acknowledge the pain and beauty 

of this complexly interrelated world.”179 Snyder addresses the harm to the 

planet from “the highly organized societies and corporate economies of 

the world. Thousands of species of animals, and tens of thousands of spe-

cies of plants, may become extinct in the next century. To nourish living 

beings we must not be content simply to have a virtuous diet.” Collective, 

systemic response is vital.

PersonAl resPonse to systemic kArmA

Buddhist teaching, with its cosmological view of many arrays of buddha 

fields throughout vast reaches of time, may also provide us a wider, useful 

temporal horizon now. Buddhist cosmology suggests beginningless and 

endless cycles of kalpas or ages, perhaps even translatable as many cycles 

of Big Bangs, past and future. Snyder has employed the standard Zen 

image of our heads on fire, the “great matter of life and death,” used com-

monly as a challenge to individual Zen students. Now the whole planet has 

its head on fire. Going back to the sixties, Snyder has been saying that we 

need to act in the current situation as if our heads are on fire, but also we 

need to respond with care, without feeling frantic or frenzied.180 Even amid 

an urgent crisis, it is most effective to act in a calm, deliberate manner. The 
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systemic social changes that will help mitigate the worst effects of climate 

change will require persistent attention and response to be realized.

Returning to the individual level, Buddhist practice is excellent prepara-

tion for the inevitable damage likely to occur around us. The harm already 

triggered may at least be lessened by systemic responses, as well as by our 

own immediate response to the suffering involved. Meditative practice 

helps individuals to develop more calm and patience, a wider capacity to 

be helpful in the face of distress. In the midst of the immediacy of the next 

Hurricane Katrina or Gulf oil spew, the specifics of which will likely not 

be apparent beforehand, the resource of our practice experience will allow 

each of us to be more skillful and flexible in responding to the suffering 

around us. And individual responses will be more helpful as we are will-

ing to face our connection with the collective nature of the problem and 

its creation. We can respond individually to crises, but we must also work 

together to create societal responses to all the systemic factors that have 

brought trouble to this world. 



Enlightened Patriotism and  
Right Livelihood

nonsePArAtion And PAtriotism

W  e may fully celebrate and proclaim the merits of our own tradi- 

 tions, our own nation, or any of the various groups with which we 

identify, while still appreciating the positive qualities in others. One of the 

most fundamental principles of Buddhism is nonseparation. We are in 

reality deeply interconnected with all beings in ways we cannot perceive or 

imagine. It is possible to fully appreciate diversity and differences, while 

at the same time seeing how all beings function within a deeper same-

ness. All people in the world are the same in having needs and feelings, 

in wanting to love and be loved. We can learn deep respect for the special 

qualities of others and share together with them what is worthy of mutual 

appreciation.

Born and raised in the United States, I love many facets of my country, 

such as awe-inspiring mountains, rugged shorelines, and vibrant, cultur-

ally rich and ethnically diverse cities. I love rock and roll, jazz, baseball, and 

many Hollywood movies. Interestingly, these are the products of American 

culture that are prized in foreign countries as well.

The Buddhist ideal of universal awakening is supported by the American 

democratic principles of liberty and justice for all, equal justice under the 

law, and the unalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 

These American values are illuminated, in turn, by the Buddhist wish: 

May all beings be happy. True peace and justice, or happiness, needs to 

be shared with all people. Genuine national security cannot forever be 

maintained through the oppression of peoples we denigrate as “other.” 

Enlightened patriotism depends on including all beings and on fearless 
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openness to truth. We can stand for our own truth with dignified calm 

and wholeness and without stridency, while listening and learning from 

others. Truly inclusive patriotism, dedicated to universal freedom, would 

not make anybody into some evil other to subjugate.

right livelihood As An ethicAl vAlue

One of the most relevant Buddhist teachings for our modern situation 

is right livelihood. This early Buddhist value has strong implications for 

enhancing the implementation of ideals of freedom and liberation, and for 

truly providing that all beings may be happy. Right livelihood was taught by 

the Buddha as part of the eightfold path, which offers practical guidance in 

how to live with awareness and compassion, so as to fulfill the third Noble 

Truth of the end of suffering. Along with right livelihood, these eight are 

right view, thought, speech, action, effort, mindfulness, and concentration. 

These eight “rights” do not emphasize right as opposed to wrong views, 

wrong speech, and so on, but a spirit of uprightness and truth around 

studying and asking questions about each of these issues. Right livelihood 

in early Buddhist teaching referred to not pursuing harmful occupations, 

such as trading in weapons or intoxicants, or killing animals, or making a 

living through deception or cheating others.181

The spirit of right livelihood is to support oneself and one’s family by 

honorable means that are not harmful but helpful to others and oneself. 

Right livelihood requires an activity in accord with the criteria of precepts, 

thereby supporting life rather than killing, generosity rather than theft, 

truthfulness instead of lies, awareness over intoxication, and hopefully 

that reflects respect for all beings. Right livelihood is supported by some 

knowledge of the consequences of one’s work, to know whether the prod-

uct at the end of one’s assembly line will be used constructively or other-

wise. Another criteria would be the pace of the work, whether the activity 

allows us the space to be mindful as we work. Even if the work involves 

the complexities of multitasking, can we still fully engage with awareness 

each of the shifting activites involved?



   enlightened patriotism and right livelihood     263

From the fundamental perspective of right livelihood, people should 

have some means to support themselves through meaningful activity that 

allows them the human integrity and dignity to employ their interests and 

express their abilities with vitality and creative energy. Right livelihood 

work would contribute constructively to people’s communities. Even for 

so-called menial or unglamorous service jobs, workers have the right to 

make a living through dignified, constructive work. I have heard anecdotes 

and also witnessed kindly bus drivers, grocery cashiers, or shop clerks who 

through attentiveness and everyday kindness have inspired bodhisattva-

like awareness in those they engage, and thus modeled right livelihood for 

all. In whatever job we are doing now in the world, even with its imperfec-

tions, we can bring our kindness, uprightness, and attentiveness to that 

situation.

right livelihood As A societAl criteriA

Right livelihood can be applied on a societal as well as personal level to 

examine systemic and economic organization. People who work with dili-

gence and honesty should be able to support themselves and their families 

through their work. The “living wage” movement is an attempt to sup-

port this ideal, asking that all who work wholeheartedly be supported at 

a minimal level sufficient to insure livelihood. This reasonable standard 

has become more difficult in our current economy, when the interests of 

corporate profits have been given legal and electoral precedence over the 

well-being of the citizenry. How will our society respond to the extreme 

and increasing disparity between the income of corporate CEOs and the 

masses of working people?182 Right livelihood and the opportunities for 

dignified, productive, and sustaining employment would seem one appro-

priate assessment of a healthy society’s ethical standards. How can our 

society develop jobs that help support constructive development and neces-

sary awareness for the future of the world?

The original Buddhist right livelihood standard implies strong disap-

proval of all war and violence, with its sanction against work involving 
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weaponry. Buddhist teachings certainly indicate a preference for nonvio-

lence and resolving international conflicts through diplomatic mediation 

rather than aggression. But in the realities of the modern, post-Nazi Holo-

caust world, no less than the “post-9/11 world,” contemporary Buddhists 

may well acknowledge the necessity for military forces to be used for genu-

ine self-defense, to resist terrorist attacks and hostile occupations, and as 

peace-keeping forces in situations where genocide or other major harm 

is being committed. Many people become soldiers through a genuine, 

self-sacrificing desire to serve their country. While I deeply wish for com-

plete nuclear disarmament, in the meantime I am very glad that there is a 

meditation group at the Air Force Academy and that our Air Force pilots 

have training in meditative calm.183 Further, professional soldiers trained 

in self-reflection and insight practices are more likely to have the spiritual 

fortitude to resist if ordered to commit acts contrary to international con-

ventions about war and war crimes.

American president Dwight Eisenhower uttered an eerily prescient 

warning in his farewell address in January 1961, concerning the then new 

“conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms 

industry. The total influence—economic, political, even spiritual—is felt 

in every city, every State house, every office of the Federal government.” In 

the spirit of Jefferson’s eternal vigilance, Eisenhower cautioned that:

Our toil, resources and livelihood are all involved; so is the very 

structure of our society. In the councils of government, we must 

guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether 

sought or unsought, by the military industrial complex. The 

potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and 

will persist.”184

The point of this warning concerning right livelihood was not merely 

that a weapons industry exists. But the current domination over the Ameri-

can economy and government by arms corporations and their overwhelm-

ing lobbying of legislators, as warned against by Eisenhower, has resulted 
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in a situation where policy is made at the service of military might, rather 

than vice versa.

With all congressional districts impacted by potential base closures, all 

are dependent on military spending and the missile economy, like Jeffer-

son was dependent on slavery. The waging of preemptive wars of aggres-

sion and proliferation of dangerous weaponry all go unchecked as weapons 

manufacturing gains dominance, and much other more constructive 

American manufacturing is shipped overseas to sites of cheap and often 

slave labor. In this situation right livelihood is an ethical and moral model 

for assessing a society’s livelihood as well as an individual’s, and it may 

serve as a principle for the renewal of foundational American ideals.

Many military people have demonstrated that soldiers can express right 

livelihood and noble self-sacrifice. The honorable service of soldiers has 

included speaking out, as Eisenhower did, against misuse of the military by 

politicians and via corruption from corporate arms merchants. Good sol-

diers have expressed the folly of the American systemic torture program, 

ineffective for intelligence gathering, and also constituting war crimes 

according to global and American law. On the other hand, many generals 

now are corrupted by taking positions with weapons contractors soon after 

retirement and exerting self-interested influence on policy.185

enActing right livelihood

How will principles of right livelihood come to be respected and enacted 

in the current situation? Buddhist teaching and experience demonstrates 

that awareness has transformative power. The founding of the Buddhist 

order of monks and nuns by the historical Buddha in fifth-century b.c.e. 

India included an intention to reform society over time by providing an 

ongoing countercultural alternative to the usual worldly greed, hatred, and 

confusion of societal systems. The example of sangha has indeed helped at 

times to reduce suffering and inform human societies historically.

How do we bring compassionate and clear awareness to the frustration 

and greed of our modern world? There is never only one right response. 
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Rather, awareness informed by concern for nonharming and the benefit 

of all beings can allow readiness to express creative and helpful individual 

responses, which may be different for each person. Hopelessness, though 

readily available amid the current human confusion and massive corrup-

tion, is not an appropriate or accurate response. All actions have conse-

quences, everything changes, and none can foretell how transformation 

will arise, either personally or societally. After much effort, South African 

apartheid ended, seemingly suddenly and relatively nonviolently; simi-

larly the Berlin Wall fell; and massive nonviolent demonstrations in Egypt 

unseated a dictator and offered the possibility of true democracy. Modern 

corporate corruption, exploitation, and militarism shall also pass, unfor-

tunately with much devastation likely in its wake. Responsive concern for 

right livelihood, on all levels, will certainly help.
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