


Koko An Zendo occupies a large white house in the hills above Honolulu.
Over sloping vistas of coconut and banana trees lies the crater Koko Head,
close to where Robert Aitken grew up, not far from Pearl Harbor. On the
main altar inside the zendo, looking grumpy as ever with his sagging fleshy
jowls and fierce scowl, sits the unmistakable Bodhidharma. Aitken bought
this statue in Japan in 1951 after studying Zen there for a year. A few days
before returning to Hawaii, as he meandered through the back streets of To-
kyo with Nakagawa Soen, Bob Aitken confided his misgivings about his ac-
complishments, if any. Passing a Buddhist bookshop, they spotted the Bo-
dhidharma image in the window. Dismissing the self-preoccupied doubts of
an American beginner, Soen urged Aitken to purchase the statue, telling him
that someday it would be the central figure in a temple that he would estab-
lish in the United States. At that time, recalls Aitken, “such a thing was be-
yond my dreams.” Slow in coming, Soen Roshi’s prophecy took a course that
Aitken would later describe as “Willy-Nilly Zen.”

Zen master, scholar, author, and radical pacifist, Aitken Roshi is the un-
official American dean of Zen, a respected elder to Zen Buddhists across the
United States. Born in Philadelphia on June 19, 1917, he came to Hawaii at
age five and was educated with children who were to become prominent
state leaders. But since his early childhood, conventional values had so
eluded Aitken that his contribution to society, however willy-nilly, seemed
destined for another direction.

In 1959 he and his wife, Anne Aitken, opened their living room in Hono-
lulu two evenings a week to anyone interested in zazen. The meditation pe-
riods were opened and closed by the rap of a wooden spoon hitting a Pyrex
mixing bowl. At first these meetings were attended by only one other couple,
but they marked the beginning of the Diamond Sangha. Ten years later the
Aitkens moved to the Hawaiian island of Maui, settling in an area propi-
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tiously named Haiku. There they started a Maui extension of the Diamond
Sangha, and it was from this remote tropical paradise that Aitken emerged
as leader of American Zen Buddhism. For fourteen years he traveled fre-
quently to Honolulu, and in 1983, with the energy of the sangha as a whole
stabilized in Honolulu, the Aitkens moved back to the capital city.

Sitting barefoot in the living room of their rented house near Koko An,
wearing blue jeans and a faded work shirt, Aitken conveys the dignity of a
gentleman farmer, while his gray hair has the slightly disheveled look of pro-
fessorial abandon. His current reading selection, scattered on the nearby cof-
fee table, includes The Tales of Genji, The Selected Poetry of Rainer Maria
Rilke, Childhood, Youth and Exile by Alexander Herzen, and a photo-
graphic study of Hawaiian birds. Reflecting on his relocation back to Hono-
lulu and all the years of self-doubt that followed that first year of Zen train-
ing, he says, “What with all the problems we had in establishing the Maui
zendo and the turnover of people and all the problems with having two cen-
ters and going back and forth between Maui and Honolulu—I don’t think
I’ve ever gone through a crisis of faith at anytime. But I'm always on the edge
of doubting method, questioning method. Are we doing it the right way?”

Aitken, a lay roshi, has been described as a teacher who asks a lot of ques-
tions and doesn’t pretend to know all the answers. His qualifications were
certified in 1974 when he received dharma transmission from the eminent
Japanese roshi Yamada Koun. The only Westerner whois a documented suc-
cessor of Yamada Roshi at this time, Aitken is also the only American mem-
ber of the recently established Zen sect Sanbo Kyodan, the Order of the
Three Treasures. While this sect retains orthodox methodology, its founder,
Haku’un Yasutani Roshi, departed from the Zen monastic convention by
starting a temple for nonordained, nonresidential students.

With the Sanbo Kyodan lineage invested in Aitken Roshi and the Ameri-
can expression of Zen still evolving, Aitken has unintentionally become the
authority on lay practice. Removing a pair of thick glasses, he rubs his eyes
““What's lay practice?’ That’s like asking a fish, ‘Hey,
how’s the water?’” But his life doesn’t beg the question. He demonstrated

and repeats wearily,

against nuclear testing in the fifties, for unilateral disarmament in the sixties,
and against the Trident submarines in the eighties; he counseled draftees
during the Vietnam War and cofounded the Buddhist Peace Fellowship in
1978. He has called himself a feminist, performed ceremonies for aborted
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babies, and advocated sexual equality within a Buddhist community where
historically none has existed. In 1982 he and Anne crossed the legal line for
the first time by withholding from the Internal Revenue Service that portion
of their federal income taxes slated for military expenditures, a stand they
have continued to take each year. This action alone departs radically from
the Japanese Zen tradition in which opposition to political authority has
been negligible and civil disobedience unknown.

Aitken’s political convictions developed long before the Diamond San-
gha existed, so that his involvement with politics—however contrary it may
be in terms of Japanese Zen—has never aroused controversy in his own
community. As a lay roshi, he cannot ordain students; he has never taken
monastic vows nor advocated traditional monkhood as a model. Yet he has
continued to invest in the traditional practices of his spiritual discipline. His
radical divergence from the cultural expression of Eastern Zen, combined
with his adherence to orthodox Zen training, represents a direction that has
far-reaching implications for Zen in the West.

By the age of twenty-two, Bob Aitken had quit college once, flunked out
once, and was working with a construction crew on Midway Island where
he had risen from messman to timekeeper. In July 1941, after a one-year con-
tract on Midway, he returned home to Honolulu. His father, a first lieuten-
antin the reserves, had just been called into active duty; his younger brother
was also in uniform. Everyone was talking about the war. Two years carlier,
Aitken’s patriotic father had persuaded him to join the National Guard. To
Robert Aitken Senior the sight of an American flag unfurled past sundown
was so blasphemous that he fele morally obliged to rebuke whoever was re-
sponsible for the violation. In Honolulu the inescapable signs of the coming
war were so oppressive to Aitken that he stayed drunk for several days in a
row. When he sobered up, he made his way to the construction employment
office again. He registered for the draft, which had just come into effect, and
after one week in Honolulu shipped out for his new construction job as time-
keeper again—this time in Guam, the farthest U.S. possession in the western
Pacific.

From the moment he arrived on Guam, he felt caught behind enemy lines.
Many men could see the war coming; they could predict the consequences,
butinertia and fear kept them from taking action. A superintendent assigned
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nation-state. His brand of free thinking offered an imaginative, eagle-eyed
watch on cultural and political shifts, and his analysis of international
power-plays remained detached from the sentimental patriotism that pro-
vided most of the homesick captives with whatever little hope they had left.

Blyth had started the application procedures for Japanese citizenship be-
fore the war began but then allowed the process to lapse, vowing to renew his
application only if Japan lost the war. In an essay on Blyth, Aitken later ex-
plained that “somehow he sensed how badly the Japanese were handling
their responsibilities as occupation forces in Southeast Asia, and he knew
that a national defeat would be the salutary experience the country needed
for true maturity.” While this kind of creative logic infuriated other inmates,
Aitken learned from it something of the wisdom of paradox.

When the Japanese surrendered, the American occupation forces offered
the internees the option of remaining in Japan. Aitken did not want to stay.
Heleft Japan knowing that he would study Zen, a decision not influenced by
Blyth, who had little use for formal Zen training. He also knew that he did
not want to be Japanese, making a distinction between Zen and Japanese
culture that often escaped Western enthusiasts of Japanese Zen, especially at
that time. He did not realize, however, that the war had altered the collective
consciousness of the United States. In the midst of a national community cel-
ebrating its victory, his inglorious exile from military duty left him isolated,
ashamed, and more cut off from the mainstream than he had been in Japan.
Even his knowledge of the atomic bomb had been delayed. The Japanese-
English newspapers had reported “a new type of molecular bomb,” and en-
gineers detained in the camp had figured out that the new bomb had been
achieved by splitting the atom. “But the implications of it didn’t hit me until
I'got back to the United States,” Aitken says. The dampness and poor diet
had aggravated his bronchial ailments, moreover, and he returned to Hono-
lulu gaunt and infirm. The immediate effect of coming home after the war
was a crippling disorientation that lasted for several months.

Then, determined to overcome past academic failures, Aitken reapplied
to the University of Hawaii and was accepted on probation. Confident and
content in school for the first time, he easily earned his B.A. in English Lit-
erature. He continued to explore political ideologies but, influenced by
Blyth, did so with new-found discrimination. He also attended meetings at
the university to discuss peace and labor issues. In the cold-war climate of the
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tation on Basho. In his book, Zen Wave: Basho’s Haiku and Zen (1976), Ait-
ken writes that his dissertation drew a sharp admonition from one member
of his thesis committee: “He said that just because its subject is everywhere,
[ must be careful not to claim universal manifestation for Zen Buddhism.”
Aitken concludes that Zen Buddhism “does not pervade the cosmos. It pre-
sents essential nature—universal mind—but it does so as a particular teach-
ing. Confusing the specific teaching with its vast and undifferentiated sub-
jectis a trap that has caught many tigers.”

One of these tigers, Aitken realized, was Blyth, whose attempt to illumi-
nate the universal truth of Zen through world literature made him a ready
victim of this trap. Like D. T. Suzuki, he stressed the amorphous, ecumenical
Zen spirit; for Western readers this spirit contributed to Zen’s influence on
the life of the intellect, butit obscured the practical efforts of Zen training. “I
used to think afterward,” writes Aitken, “that both Suzuki and Blyth were
presenting Zen the way a florist presents flowers, minus the dirt and the
roots. And you just presume that—boom!'—there are the flowers.” So Ait-
ken resolved tostudy formal Zen. In 19 50, with the help of D. T. Suzuki, who
had been in residence at the University of Hawaii the previous year, he re-
ceived a $1,000 fellowship to study Zen in Japan. That same year his son
Thomas was born, and Aitken returned to Japan alone.

In November 1950 Aitken sat his first sesshin—a week-long intensive
meditation practice—at Engaku Temple in Kamakura, where both Senzaki
and D. T. Suzuki had trained together almost fifty years earlier. Senzaki had
never held formal sesshins, but in a dharma talk to his American students he
had explained that “sesshin has two meanings—since there are two Chinese
characters, both having the same pronunciation. One meaning is concentra-
tion of mind, the other, unification of mind. In the first sense, mind has a psy-
chological meaning. For example, when one reads a book and forgets his
surroundings, he is concentrating his mind on that book. This is sesshin in
the first sense. In the second sense, mind means the essence of mind. It is this
sort of sesshin we are concerned with. In Zen meditation we think non-
thinking—that is, we think nothing. What this means is that our whole psy-
chological mind ceases to function, and as a result, our whole being becomes
united with the essence of mind, which we signify by Mind. You call this es-
sence the God within you, absoluteness, Ultimate Reason—it doesn’t mat-
ter. No matter what you callit, to unite with this essence is the very reason we
are gathered here to meditate together.”
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On that first morning of sesshin at Engakuji, Aitken at long last took his
assigned seat in the meditation hall of a Japanese monastery. The heady
smell of incense and the staunch resolve of the black-robed monks were just
as inspiring as he had always imagined. Unsmiling and self-contained, Asa-
hina Roshi, the abbot, fulfilled Aitken’s image of a Zen master. The boom of
the wooden fish drum accompanied the recitation of the monosyllabic su-
tras, the Buddhist scriptures. Then Asahina Roshi made nine formal bows
before the altar. Suddenly Aitken realized that he, too, would have to make
nine formal bows. And just as suddenly, Zen practice appalled him.

Until that very moment, Aitken’s studies had not included any aspect of
traditional Buddhist services. From Senzaki he had learned only the Four
Great Vows: to save all creations (“sentient beings”) without restriction, to
put an end to ever-arising delusions, to perceive reality, and to embody the
enlightened way. Now he was expected to perform the Japanese full bow,
which requires standing with palms flat together at the chest, then kneeling
and placing the top of the head on the floor between opened and upraised
hands in a gesture of supplication, vulnerability, and surrender. “Not just
three bows, you know, but nine bows, before and after service,” remembers
Aitken. “And I was thinking, what is this bowing? What am 1 doing? It was
as though all the beliefs that I had about the righteous importance of the in-
dividual were suddenly just snatched. And I thought, my God, what am 1
doing?”

It wasn’t until after Aitken started studying with Yamada Roshi in 1971
that he began to internalize bowing practice. In Taking the Path of Zen
(1982), a detailed manual for Zen practice, Aitken explains that when bow-
ing, “we are lifting the Buddha’s feet over our heads. It is a sign of throwing
everything away, or as one of my students described it, the act of pouring
everything out from the top of the head. All our self-concern, all our preoc-
cupations are thrown away completely. There is just that bow.” But for his
very first sesshin, Aitken persevered by telling himself, “This is your sitting-
up exercise.” And as he pressed his swollen knees into the wooden tloor, per-
haps he was beginning to learn that, as another of his students put it thirty-
five years later, “the wonderful thing about Zen practice is that you get to do
it whether you like it or not.”

Aitken got to do Zen practice, but without the kind of guidance that his
own Taking the Path provides. Newcomers to a monastery traditionally re-
ceived no prior instruction in form, ritual, or sitting practice. As a Westerner
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ROBERT AITKEN

of tolerance among the four children, taken for granted along with music les-
sons and summer camps on Wisconsin lakes.”

The liberal spiritual investigations of her family did not predispose her to-
ward the rigors of Zen training. Her romance with Aitken did little to dispel
the cautions of a neophyte, and she approached Zen practice very warily.
Years later she was startled to discover a letter she had written to her father
at the age of eighteen; having just read a book on Zen, she wrote that she had
now found her spiritual path.

In the summer of 1957 the Aitkens traveled to Japan on a wedding holi-
day. They arrived at Ryutakuji, where Aitken had trained seven years earlier,
one day before sesshin began. Anne had tried zazen in Ojai and had no in-
tention of doing it for seven days. Soen Roshi, now the abbot, had arranged
for her to stay in a guest room that looked out over a small pond and garden,
and he sent her gifts of fruit and cake along with whatever books he had in
English. “One of these books provided me with a fine pitfall,” wrote Anne.
“It was a nineteenth-century translation of some sutras and precepts, and |
happened upon a section that was enumerating the various ways in which
one accumulated merit. Somehow that word ‘merit’ set off a strong reaction.
Accumulating merit! What was this anyway? Was Zen a kind of superior
Boy Scout hierarchy with little gold stars and an Eagle badge on a flapping
black robe as a goal? With no one to talk to who might provide some sensible
frame of reference against which my indignations could bounce back at me,
I indulged in finding increasing causes for irritation, never stopping to con-
sider that there might be some mistake in my perceptions.”

After an isolated week of such disturbing ruminations on Zen, Anne
found herself traveling with her husband and Soen Roshi to yet another ses-
shin, a very special one she was told. It would be led by Yasutani Roshi, the
independent, fiery Zen master who had removed himself to a rural outpost
of Tokyo. In the community of Tokorozawa, in a temple not much bigger
than a house, Yasutani worked with nonresidential lay students. Whatmade
this sesshin so special was not only the singular attributes of Yasutani him-
self, but also that Soen Roshi, abbot of a prestigious Rinzai monastery, was
traveling to Yasutani’s humble environs to be his attendant. Soen’s teacher,
Gempo Roshi, had been the spiritual adviser to the emperor, so it was said,
and now his successor, the current abbot and most famous haiku poetin Ja-
pan, was leaving his monastery to attend a Soto Zen renegade. In Japanese
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social hierarchies, all of which are reflected in Japanese Zen, this behavior
turned the tables upside down. It was, explains Anne, “unheard of, even for
one always doing the unexpected.”

Once the Aitkens arrived at the small country temple, Soen Roshi failed
to locate the inn that he had chosen for Anne while her husband did sesshin.
So he arranged for her to stay with a doctor-friend and share a room with the
doctor’s aged mother, herself a devout practitioner. By the second morning
Anne was accompanying the old lady down the dark path to the zendo,
where Yasutani provided her with a stiff high-backed Western chair uphol-
stered in bright blue plush and invited her to attend dokusan, the face-to-
face encounter between master and student that takes place during zazen. “I
sat the sesshin looking past the shoji panels to the green bushes on the other
side of a public path, watching the passers-by watch me,” recalls Anne. “I
didn’t care. [ didn’t want to do zazen. I had no idea really how to do zazen
and—at least half the time—I kept telling myself, [ wasn’t going to try. And
yet when I'would go to dokusan with that wonderful old man with the burn-
ing vitality, it was impossible not to be moved; and so at intervals, [ did begin
totry.”

In the fall of 1957 the Aitkens left Japan and went back to Ojai for their
final year at the Happy Valley School. They had planned to return to Hono-
lulu the following summer so that Aitken could spend more time with his
young son. In May 1958 Nyogen Senzaki died. Soen Roshi came from Japan
to lead two memorial sesshins with Senzaki’s students. The Aitkens attended
the first one before leaving for Hawaii. The sesshin was conducted in Sen-
zaki’s ground-floor apartment on Second Street in Boyle Heights, East Los
Angeles. Soen Roshi, always inventive, swept out the garage behind the
apartment for his dokusan room and brought in a folding chair, a portable
card table, and a candle. Each morning everyone rose at 4 A.M., and under
the cloak of darkness Soen Roshi led the fifteen retreatants ona quick-paced,
single-file walk to Hollenbeck Park. During the day students left the apart-
ment for walking meditation, crossing the enclosed laundry yard where
Soen Roshi led them through a forest of hanging wash.

Senzaki’s memorial sesshin was the first full, seven-day traditional ses-
shin to be held in the United States. While Senzakiwished to be as ephemeral
as amushroom, with his help Zen had taken root, and he has emerged as the
most widely shared Zen ancestor of American students. As for Soen Roshi,
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American Friends’ Service Committee (AFSC), which he had joined during
those difficult years in the early fifties.

The Aitkens always announced their ongoing political activities to the
Diamond Sangha in hopes that some members would join them, but these
announcements were usually to no avail. For the most part the sangha took
the view that, as Aitken puts it, “If you are a Buddhist then you’re not polit-
ical.”

In 1965, with both the “dope revolution,” as Aitken calls it, and the Viet-
nam War well under way, Yasutani Roshi came to Honolulu to hold sesshin.
By then the composition of the Diamond Sangha had shifted from older the-
osophists to younger dropouts. One evening a man with his hair in a pony
tail asked Yasutani Roshi, “What should I do if I'm drafted into this unfair
bloody war in Vietnam?” “If your country calls you,” replied the venerable
master, “you must go.” In the days that followed, Aitken, in the role of senior
student, tried to explain that Yasutani Roshi, like anyone else, was subject to
the time and place of his own karma, and that he had come of age during the
Russo-Japanese War, which had evoked jingoistic fervor in Japan. Most stu-
dents were troubled by Yasutani Roshi’s answer but tended to suspend judg-
ment; a few could not fathom it, however, and dropped out of the Diamond
Sangha right then. For those students, Zen Buddhism seemed to be as allied
with right-wing patriotism now as it had been with the Japanese military a
generation earlier. And although some could accept Zen’s association with
a warrior code that exalted the loyal samurai, no one could abide the war in
Vietnam.

Unlike the young man who had asked Yasutani Roshi about being
drafted, Aitken had a firm grasp on the distinctions between Zen practice
and Japanese culture. He also had learned from the Japanese something of
the diplomacy of discretion; familiar with the political allegiances of most
Japanese teachers, he had long ago concluded that certain activities were
simply not discussed.

By the time of Yasutani’s visit, Aitken was counseling draft resisters. Fol-
lowing the guidelines established by the AFSC, he presented to the draft in-
ductees all their options and what consequences they could expect from their
decisions. If an inductee decided to plea for conscientious objection, then
Aitken made an all-out effort to help arrange his papers.
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The pressure of leading the Diamond Sangha in the ambiguous role of se-
nior student had become exhausting for Aitken, for it required taking re-
sponsibility without having authority. In June 1965, however, Katsuki Seki-
da, alay student from Soen Roshi’s monastery, joined the Diamond Sangha,
bringing with him a simple, impersonal version of the way Zen was practiced
in Japan. Endless, steady, and undramatic, Sekida-san’s version was dubbed
“Applied Zen” by a student who explained that “Zen was so unfamiliar to
us, it was hard to just get past its newness. Sekida-san showed us a way of
doing this practice and not making such a big deal out of it. It began looking,
less like some quixotic American fad.”

In 1967, with Sekida-san in residence at Koko An, the Aitkens vacationed
in Haiku, an area of Maui rich in pineapple plantations. There they came
across a former plantation house for sale—a small wooden house shaded by
banana trees and approached from the road by a path lined with mango-
colored day lilies—and they spontaneously purchased it as a future retire-
ment home. Aitken was then fifty and Anne six years older. They returned to
Honolulu after arranging for the current tenants—*“some very unusual
young people”—to pay twenty-five dollars a month in rent as well as cut the
grass. “Finally,” recalls Aitken, “we just said, ‘Forget about the twenty-five
dollars, just keep the grass cut.’” Well, they didn’t do that either. They were
very interesting people who were experimenting with many different sub-
stances.”

Maui was one of the many beautiful havens discovered in the late sixties
by New Age nomads in need of refuge from mainstream America. The island
offered a variety of rent-free shelters, isolated from the towns and public
beaches. “The New Age people”—as Aitken respectfully calls them—could
live in the open, wash in the sea, and stumble stoned and naked upon ba-
nanas, pineapples, and guavas that had fallen onto public ground or could be
unobtrusively “liberated” from private gardens. Everything about the island
offered a welcome contrast to segregated housing, restrictive clothing,
chemical food, and parents who confused the reality of who their children
were with who they wanted them to be.

While the 1968 Democratic Convention galvanized the political com-
ponents of the counterculture, Maui attracted hard-core hedonists from
flower children to jock surfers. Though the surfers may have taken adoles-

43









ROBERT AITKEN

and rigid, it quickly screened out students who were not committed to Zen
practice. Marine boot camp is the only American experience that has ever
been compared to life in a Zen monastery. For Maui’s new population boot
camp was the last hell, and few could sustain this daily routine:

5:00A.M. riseand wash
5:10 zazen
§:50 study period
6:30 breakfast
7:00 work meeting, cleanup, work period
9:30 refreshment break
10:30 work period ends
11:10 zazen
I1:50 zazen ends
Noon dinner, short rest
1:00P.M. work period
3:00 work period ends, refreshment, rest
4:30 zazen
5:10 zazen ends
§5:20 supper, silent rest
7:10 zazen (talks twice a week)
9:00 lights out

The designated work periods, or samu, involved household and garden-
ing chores. For many students new to Zen, the emphasis on work was asso-
ciated with bad memories of a detested Protestant value. In “A Note on
Samu,” Aitken writes: “Terms in Zen Buddhism often point to both the
world of practice and the world of essence . . . [samu] refers to the work nec-
essary for the upkeep of the monastery, and on the other hand to the act itself;
just the sweeping, just the hammering.” Samu lacked the exoticism that
glamorized Zen and it contradicted preconceived ideas of spiritual practice.
“Getting high” on drugs had been an invitation to “space out”™—not to take
care of business, cook, or wash dishes. When the spaciousness induced by za-
zen became as seductive as the spaciousness induced by drugs, then work
practice became the equivalent of “coming down.” “We used to think,” re-
calls an early member of the Maui Zendo, “what a terrible waste to apply this
wonderful meditative quality of infinite mind to washing the dishes! We just
didn’t getit.”

Another student remembers that it wasn’t just the rigidity of the schedule
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that challenged a nebulous sense of freedom: “Roshi himself seemed very
rigid to us. He was kindly, but formal, like a minister. But some of us, like my-
self, were so tired of floating around. And suddenly, like a mirage, this good
man appears and says, ‘Here, my child, why don’t you sit down on this black
cushion.” You could call it meditation. You could call it Zen. I didn’t care. |
just needed to stop.”

Some people floated briefly through the Maui Zendo but have identified
their experience there as a turning point in their lives. Whereas in cities and
on campuses across the mainland the ideals of the counterculture had gained
respectable adult support, Maui was divided by segregated polarities, with
the middle-class and middle-age residency at odds with nomadic and
younger members of the counterculture. There the Aitkens were a rare cross-
breed: adults who could be trusted. For some wanderers, this alone was a
welcoming roadsign. Anne calculated thatatone pointas many as seventeen
people were living in their house, and that over two hundred people had
passed through in one year: “People came for a night, three nights, or a week
or as long as they could stand our program, and we tried to do our best for all
of them—not realizing at the time that you can’t do everything for every-
body. You have to define your objectives and limit them in order to be of the
most help.” In general, very few of these people had the will, stamina, disci-
pline, or interest to pursue Zen studies.

Then there was the man who arrived at the Maui airport, walked up to the
information desk, and asked, “Can you show me the way to the monastery?”
The information clerk was clearly baffled, but a man standing nearby di-
rected the newcomer to the Maui Zendo. He was led into the house to meet
Aitken, who wasstanding next to a beautiful young woman wearinga flimsy
summer dress. Aitken recalls this man saying in a very solemn manner,
“‘Greetings! 1 have come to enter the monastery,’ one huge suitcase in each
hand, all the while looking out the tail of his eye at the young woman. I said,
‘I’'m sorry, this isn’t a monastery, but come in anyway.” He’s still here.”

Aitken was skilled in diplomatic relations with social agencies, having
worked in several community organizations, and he arranged a meeting
with the mayor of Maui to introduce himself and foster good relations be-
tween the city and the zendo. Word filtered down that a professional man, an
older, conservative, well-educated gentleman, was interested in Maui’s new
population. Subsequently, if under the influence of hallucinogenic drugs
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kind of life. Soit’s very difficult to change. I also worked with a masseuse, one
of those marginal masseuses—I have other students who do massage and
they’re professional but they’re straight. This gal wasn’t straight. And I told
her the same thing. But she was fascinated by zazen.”

Aitken may have seen himself as the adviser, older brother, senior student,
and tanto (zendo monitor); but surrounded by students thirty years his ju-
nior, he was cast into a parental role, as an authority figure, with all the con-
voluted emotional ambivalence that attends that projection. When the Maui
Zendo first started, he himself still harbored a political and psychological
mistrust toward authority figures. He was an anarchist by preference, a
leader who wanted to guide without goading, direct without enforcing, be
patient and permissive; but he could not readily abandon his own rigidities
and judgments. His facial gestures and finger tapping gave away his disap-
pointment when discussions didn’t go his way. And to students young
enough to be his children, disappointment was generally experienced as dis-
approval. Students now recall that his style in the beginning was tentative,
hesitant, groping, and that he compensated with a carefully ordered envi-
ronment. When it came to ethical codes of behavior and the daily schedule,
he was inflexible. A therapist, after studying for fifteen years with Aitken on
Maui, said: “People came here looking for this nonhuman and what they
found was this guy in his sixties wrestling with the integration of his char-
acter through Zen practice.”

Aitken’s ideals were sometimes at odds with his personality. He encour-
aged democracy butinclined toward paternalism. He encouraged openness
and direct expression, but he was hard to get to know. “Roshi’s desire to be
open,” said the therapist, “did not automatically make him open, but his
commitment to the process was always in evidence. He made every effort to
reveal his personality, to show us his ‘imperfections.” Students who wanted
a demigod were disillusioned by his humanity; students who wanted a hero
were abused by his humility.”

“I came to practice wanting to idealize a teacher,” said a woman in her
early forties. “And so anything that was ‘human’ shook up my faith. But then
I saw that if he was in any way like me, then I could attain what he had at-
tained. His humanity inspired me. The very things that were obstacles fifteen
years ago became the most valuable assets.”

Not everyone around Aitken has been able to use his personality or his
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struggles for integration as a source of inspiration. For some students the gap
between the real and ideal democratic process for community decisions be-
came untenable. Although Aitken Roshi has strayed far from the autocracy
granted the Japanese roshi, for some American students it will never be far

enough.

In an essay entitled “The Vocation of Zen,” Aitken outlines the basic dif-
ferences between Japanese and American notions of authority:

Inour Western society we don’t have a built-in support system for cleaning up
the residues of self-centered compulsions. In the East, an authority figure
stands forth and says, you clean the toilets and you ring the bells. The students
know that cleaning the toilets and ringing the bells are both part of the practice
andthatthelikes and dislikes of particular tasks are vainand ultimately empty.
So they just do what they are told. I am sure that often it is difficult to accept
ordersinthe Asian monastery, butthe precedent is therein the Confucianideal
of loyalty to the superior. So the students stick it out, obey orders, and gradu-
ally their rough edges are worn smooth, and character change does occur in
conjunction with their zazen and their koan study. They are able to face their
selfishness and overcome it and to give their experience of empty oneness a
good chance to expand and fill the universe.

Thus the monastery works in the East, but in our own Western egalitarian
society there is no authority figure to set forth a program of change, and in-
deed, if some such figure does emerge and is the ultimate boss of everything,
then by our heritage, naturally we feel a lot of discomfort, alot of questioning,
alot of doubt, a lot of dissatisfaction.

So really for us the responsibility of change lies with ourselves, individually
and as a community. We are faced with resolving the uniqueness of the indi-
vidual and with the unity of the Sangha, entirely on our own.

Although never able to shed the vestiges of authority entirely, Aitken has
steered clear of formal teaching modes that reinforce the autocracy of the
Japanese roshi. To attend the roshi is, by Japanese standards, a privileged po-
sition that allows for an intimate relationship between the master and an ex-
ceptional disciple. For Aitken this is not only antithetical to American ide-
ology but reflects the complex investment that Japan places in social
hierarchies, religious or secular. And as far as he is concerned, this is not in-
trinsic to Zen. The Aitkens employ students to help with household and of-
fice work, and they pay them the going hourly wage. In restaurants Aitken
insists on paying his share and discourages gifts. “When it comes to money
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matters,” explains one student, “Roshi is like a fanatically honest cop.
Hardly a free cup of coffee.”

Throughout the late sixties, while Aitken was leading the Diamond
Sangha, he and Anne made lengthy trips to Japan to continue their studies.
They worked with Yasutani Roshi, as well as with his principal disciple, Ya-
mada Roshi. After conferring with both Nakagawa Soen and Yasutani, the
Aitkens invited Yamada Roshi to lead the Diamond Sangha. Yamada ar-
rived in Hawaii in 19771, just as the county decided finally to close down
McKena’s Beach and the Banana Patch. An inordinate number of the dis-
possessed landed on the lawn of the Maui Zendo. “Very strange, very un-
usual,” Yamada Roshi kept murmuring. As for the Zen students, their style
too was perplexing, and Yamada Roshi was alternately amused and of-
fended by their informality but consistently impressed by their sincerity.

Aitken’s studies with Yamada during this visit were critical, and in “Willy-
Nilly Zen” he writes: “Looking back, I understand my ‘dark night’ from
1961 to 1971 much better than I did a decade ago. My experience with Na-
kagawa [Soen] Roshi in the first 1961 sesshin was not deep enough to give
me significant insight and it took several more years of zazen to prepare me
to really begin Zen practice. This kind of chronology is not usual but I do oc-
casionally meet others with similar histories.”

During each spring from 1972 to 1974, the Aitkens returned to Japan and
engaged in intense koan study with Yamada Roshi. When Aitken received
dharma transmission in 1974, it was a point of maturation for the entire
community, at once a public recognition from teacher to student as well as a
confirmation of the faith that the Diamond Sangha had already placed in
Aitken. Yamada Roshi’s acknowledgment did not put an end to all the ques-
tions that Aitken or his students had about the authority of the teacher in
general or about Aitken’s authority in particular. According to sangha mem-
bers, however, it did spur a sense of confidence in the practice and in the de-
velopment of the community. Not coincidentally, it was now time for the
Maui Zendo to move out of the Aitkens’ home.

The new zendo was relocated a mile down the road in a secluded hilltop
lodge that had been built during the First World War. After the war it was
purchased from its Japanese-American owners by the Baptist Church and
used as a retreat for overseas Baptist missionaries. Surrounded by gardenia
bushes, birds of paradise, banana and guava trees, the house was sold to the
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ROBERT AITKEN

the basis of morality? Ultimately, good is the Tao. Recently in Los Angeles,
this fellow from Vietnam asked me, ‘Is warfare real?” “You bet your life it’s
real, if anything is real, warfare is real.” That’s what I told him. We can’t duck
around such issues. Emptiness is form.”

In Zen the tendency for spiritual seekers to cling to the mountaintop—
despite the universal pleas for them to return to the lowlands—is reflected
not only by traditional monasticism, but in the proclivity of monks and lay-
men—Japanese and American alike—of “getting stuck in emptiness,” of
overestimating the value of emptiness at the expense of form. “It’s really hard
for students to get this,” Aitken says, and he repeats, “emptiness is form.”
That one cannot use an encounter with emptiness to justify staying on top of
the pole has been an especially difficult lesson for students who discovered
Zen in America while America was in Vietnam and who identified spiritual
practice as a noble and somewhat romantic exit from the profanity of ma-
terial greed and political passion.

While Aitken avoids imposing social concerns on his Zen students, his
planetary-political vision reflects basic Buddhist teachings and, further-
more, elucidates that aspect of Buddhist doctrine recently complemented in
the West by quantum mechanics. His teaching emphasizes a classic under-
standing of the Jeweled Net of Indra, the Buddhist image for “the interrelat-
edness of all things without restriction.” Each intersection of Indra’s net has
ajewel that reflects every other facet of every other jewel. No thing exists out-
side this net, this “one body.” According to quantum theory, the world can
no longer be disassembled into independent entities. The isolated building
blocks of the past are now perceived as a complex web of interrelations
within a unified whole, and trying to maintain even theillusion that any man
is anisland is fast becoming impossible.

Baby mice in their nest
Squeak in response
To the young sparrows.

Aitken writes on this poem by Basho: “Not only baby mice and sparrows,
but all people, animals, and things are intimately interconnected. The word
‘symbiotic’ means the living together in mutual dependence of dissimilar or-
ganisms. That says it all. We are a symbiotic universe, a symbiotic family of
nations, a symbiotic country, state of that country, island, community, fam-
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ily and even individual (for we have all kinds of creatures living in our in-
sides).”

According to Zen teachings, each individual has the capacity to change
his or her own consciousness, and as the one body is “all creations without
restriction,” it follows that changing one’s consciousness is changing the col-
lective whole. This reasoning has been used to advocate meditation as the su-
preme political act. If zazen is the molecular seed of change—the most effec-
tive, the most potent activity—then why, Aitken was asked, leave the
cushion? Aitken responded, “Why did the Buddha get up from the bodhi
tree? He walked the Ganges Valley afterward all his life. Turning the wheel
of dharma. Never stopping. I don’t think that people are ready to hear this,
for one reason or another, and besides, just as there are people who are not
active in my own sangha—most people are not active in my own sangha—
they’re not ready and that’s all right.” With all his political commitments, za-
zen is still the most important activity for Aitken. “Unless you yourself are
clear,” he said, “nothing you do will be clear. If you have a busy mind, you get
burned out.”

Aitken values the ritual of Japanese Zen and, comparing ceremony to
cooking, says that “every cultural entity has its own way of cooking, and we
need to develop our own way; but unless there’s some configuration to the
ceremony, then it’s tasteless and secular.” Like many American Zen centers,
the Maui Zendo has served as an experimental kitchen, testing recipes and
assessing the results. English translations have long since been added to the
Sino-Japanese sutra recitations, for example, and a ceremony called juhai,
which publicly acknowledges a student who has passed the koan 711, was
dropped from the program after provoking too many complaints that it in-
duced an uneasy and useless sense of competition.

Aitken has advocated communication workshops as a way of replacing
the Japanese monastic model of submission to a well-defined authority with
one that relies on consensus as a method of governing the center. Over the
years he has tried to shift the decision-making operations of the sangha from
a democratic voting system to a nonvoting method of group consensus. It
never worked on Maui, but in his absence it met with some success in Ho-
nolulu. “People aren’t used to this way of working,” Aitken says, “and it has
taken a long time to get used to theidea. The responsibility imbued in the vot-
ing members of the sangha shifts considerably with consensus. You have to
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dulgences of island living. “People came to Maui to get something,” said a
student. “Space, sun, quiet, Zen. But ‘getting’ didn’t fuse with ‘giving.””
Maui’s high unemployment rate, its lack of growing industry, the seduction
of the sun and the beaches all combined to promote an indolent and languid
life. One Koko An member who left Maui several years ago to escape an en-
croaching lethargy said, “You bring your whole bag of tricks with you to the
zendo. If your lifestyle is indulgent and pleasure secking, then it seems coun-
terproductive to practice.”

By 1982 the energy of the Maui Zendo had ebbed so low that in an effort
to revitalize it the Aitkens drew up plans to build a residence for themselves
on the zendo property. This measure was not endorsed by the membership,
however. The island had stopped attracting new Zen students, while many
of the older ones had moved to Honolulu. Some of the members did not share
Aitken’s assessment that his presence would regenerate the zendo, and others
resented the possibility of feeling pressured into attendance. Still others who
had arrived on Maui drugged and disillusioned at the age of twenty had
grown up and married and had children to support. As the years went by it
was no longer feasible to rely on young parents for daily participation and
even less so when it came to the three-month intensives; not even installing
the roshi in residence could change this.

The discussions about the Aitkens’ residency plans intensified conflicts in
the decision-making process of the Maui community. It brought to the fore
questions concerning the authority of the Zen teacher and Aitken’s authority
in particular. The students had been getting crossed signals, which, as they
saw it, reflected Aitken’s confusion as to where to draw the line between the
teacher’s authority and the students’ autonomy. No one mistook them as
teaching devices, for Aitken has been openly critical of what he calls the
“Gurdjieff syndrome”: “I want to get away from this whole guru-image that
if [ disrupt a student’s life it’s always for his own good. Gurdjieff was an ex-
treme violator of this sort of thing, sending a woman back from the Crimea
through the battle lines between the Reds and the Whites, back to Moscow
to pick up a rug that he left there in his apartment. It was an incredibly dan-
gerous trip and she writes about it as if it were her practice! You see the same
thing in early Benedictine history where they told neophytes to plant the car-
rots upside down. 1 want there to be some substance in what I tell people to
do and if they ask why | want to be able to meet their challenge.”
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“I think that to some degree I'm always the teacher and I never lose that
role,” Aitken continues, “but [ don’t have a guru role and don’t want it.” In
distinguishing himself from a guru, he has implied an invidious comparison
between Vedanta and Tibetan traditions on the one hand and Japanese Zen
on the other. In Taking the Path of Zen he writes:

The guru, too, encourages falling away, but in the act of identifying with the
guru. The guru is omnipotent, and though he or she may try to encourage the
student to find independence, the Dharma will have a specific name and face
and the student cannot truly be free.

I may not be making an accurate presentation of guru-student relation-
ships that would apply in all cases, but I want to show that the roshi wishes
each person to develop to the highest potential. The roshi is not interested in
being deified and will refuse to be placed in such a position.

Just as one must have faith in one’s own guide in order to traverse an un-
known forest, so faith in the roshi is essential. This is not a matter of personal
aggrandizement for the roshi, but a matter of utmost importance for the stu-
dent. Without that faith, zazen becomes only a sterile practice in concentra-
tion, with no movement toward realization and beyond. The student cannot
trust himself or herself truly to let go.

Atthe persuasive counsel of three senior students, plans for the Aitkens to
relocate to the zendo grounds were abandoned. By 1983 it had become ob-
vious that the most effective forum for Aitken’s energies was no longer the
Elysian fields of Maui, and he made plans to return to Honolulu. “I don’t
want to be like a junior high school teacher,” he said, “left high and dry on
the podium. [ want to be in the life of the community.”

The following year Yamada Roshi came to Honolulu to perform a cere-
mony that permitted Aitken formally to transmit the precepts and officiate
at the jukai ceremony. During this ceremony the student receives a rakusi, a
black halter that represents the Buddha’s robe. To Aitken’s displeasure, jukai
has been defined in the United States as “lay ordination.” According to Ait-
ken, there is no such thing: “There are no etymological roots for that term.
[t certainly isn’t what jukai means. You either receive the precepts or you
don’t.” Students strongly resisted wearing a rakusu because of the way it dis-
tinguishes between sangha members and because of its particularly Ameri-
can association with the ordination of monastics. In defense of laypeople’s
Zen, Diamond Sangha members have been openly disdainful of what they
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perceive as the false picty of American Zen monks, with their ostentatious
robes and shaved heads but secular lifestyles; for these students, the overt
distinction of the American Zen monk contradicts the teachings. Aitken has
made it clear, however, that offering jukaiis not within the jurisdiction of the
sangha, and the ceremony is held for those senior students who elect to have
it. In Aitken’s case, furthermore, offering jukai reflects his commitment to
making the Zen precepts as personal as possible. For his students, Aitken ex-
emplifies the application of the precepts in one’s daily life and the world in
which onelives rather than in some kind of moral vacuum.

In Zen, the Ten Grave Precepts are guidelines for an ever-changing pres-
ent that by its nature demands both creative and appropriate response. Writ-
ing on the first precept, “No Killing,” Aitken recalls “that someone once
asked Alan Watts why he was a vegetarian. He said, ‘Because cows scream
louder than carrots.” This reply may serve as a guideline. Some people will re-
fuse to eat red meat. Some people will not drink milk. Some people will eat
what is served to them, but will limit their own purchases of animal prod-
ucts. You must draw your own line, considering your health and the health
of other beings.” Aitken, who generally maintains a vegetarian diet, has said
thatif he goes to a dinner party and is served meat he will eat it because “The
cow is dead and the hostess is not.”

Similarly, there are ways of understanding the Ten Commandments in
terms of time, place, and function—not as hard-and-fast injunctions. But
for those Americans who came to Zen through rejection of their own Judeo-
Christian heritage, the Ten Commandments represented a rigid, blind, su-
perstitious belief system perpetuated for the good of the nation-state. The
myth about Zen and morality, partially inherited from Beat Zen anarchists,
suggests that in the falling away of body and mind, in the realization of life,
all belief systems have to go; correct behavior will then arise spontaneously,
rendering ethical systems obsolete. Aitken, however, challenges students to
investigate their attraction to Zen practice and reconsider their own beliefs
about Zen itself. In his essay “Zen and Ethics,” he writes: “I have heard some
people say that since Zen says we must be grounded in the place where there
is no right and wrong, it follows that Zen has no ethical application. But if
there were no application of our experience of the unity and the individuality
of all beings, then Zen would be only a stale exercise in seclusion, the way of
death.”
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ROBERT AITKEN

Buddha,’ just as in the Christian ceremony you take the flesh and blood of
Christinto yourself. But that doesn’t mean that you are a saint like Jesus. You
open up the way and then it’s important for you to pursue that way. You
could just let it close up again. Yamada Roshi uses the image of cutting a
piece of mochi with a sharp knife. He said thatif you just cut that piece of mo-
chi with a sharp knife it’s going to come back together again. We spend our
lives actualizing what we realize. There is a saying in Zen: ‘Buddha Shak-

ERT)

yamuni is only halfway there.
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Priest Pad-ch’e of Ma-ku shan was fanning himself. A monk approached
and asked, “Sir, the nature of wind is permanent, and there is no place it
does not reach. Why, then, must you still fanyourself?” “Although you un-
derstand that the nature of wind is permanent,” the master replied, “you
do not understand the meaning of its reaching everywhere.” “What is the
meaning of its reaching everywhere?” asked the monk. The master just
fanned himself. The monk bowed with deep respect.

Thisis the enlightened experience of Buddha-dharma and the vital way
ofits correct transmission. Those who say we should not use a fan because
wind is permanent, and so we should know the existence of wind without
using a fan, know neither permanency nor the nature of wind.

Because the nature of wind is eternally present, the wind of Buddhism
actualizes the gold of the earth and ripens the cheese of the long river.

From Genjo Koan, Eihei Dogen Zenji



