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Introduction

Now I would like you to ask yourself a question,
and I'll give some help to you in answering: “Why
should I be interested in a book on the practice of
Zen?” Please think about your answer as you read
the rest of this introduction; in this way you
should get a much better orientation about the
book than one that comes from the author alone,
and this will make the book much more vital to
you, much more alive.

First of all, have you come to this book simply
out of curiosity? Were you browsing among the
books in a bookshop and just happened to pick up
this particular book and are now glancing through
it? Or have you heard a little about Zen from a
friend, or from a TV program, and are curious to
know more about it? Curiosity is a strange thing.
We always seem to want to know more; we are
always wondering, examining, studying. This is
not only true of human beings; all living things
seem to be imbued with curiosity. Have you ever
watched a kitten and noticed how it will inspect
everything—smelling, patting, biting, ever in-
terested to know more? The word “curious” has
family connections with two other words: “care”
and “cure.” It is understandable that a cat would
be careful and would want to know what sort of
things are around. The family connection be-
tween curious and care is therefore obvious. But
why the connection with cure? What is curiosity a
cure for?
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Introduction

Perhaps it is not curiosity that prompts you to
be interested in an introduction to Zen. Perhaps
you are among those who are looking for physical
well-being. We are probably living in the most
health-conscious age ever, and, since our average
life expectancy is now about seventy-four, this is
with good reason. Is this what you want?
Good physical health? Or are you looking for psy-
chological health? Ours is also a “psycho-
logical society”; we can now get counseling
for almost everything: insomnia, impotence,
alcoholism, drug abuse, to improve our relations
with others, to gain confidence, and so on. So
perhaps you are among the many thousands who
would like to practice some form of meditation to
help gain physical well-being or mental stability.
Many studies have been made showing that high
blood pressure can sometimes be controlled, car-
diovascular problems ameliorated, and stress-
related illness eased with the aid of meditation.
Furthermore, many psychotherapists are advising
meditation to help their patients gain insight and
stability.

Many practice meditation because of its ob-
vious benefits in improving concentration. This
improvement can come about not only in the area
of purely mental endeavor, such as study, but also
in athletics and sports. This is evident when it is
remembered that Zen is basic to the martial arts
of swordsmanship, karate, and archery. Tradition

— 13 —



Introduction

holds that the art of self-defense without using
weapons was introduced into China by a Bud-
dhist monk named Bodhidharma. The Shaolin
Temple, where he meditated and practiced, is be-
ing renovated and has become a shrine for
martial-arts devotees. Bodhidharma was also the
first Chinese patriarch of Zen, so there is a com-
mon heritage shared by Zen and the martial arts.
Indeed, a good karate teacher will always insist
upon a good grounding in Zen for his students.
Those who have good powers of concentration
are not only more likely to perform well at the art,
but are also more likely to be able to control
themselves and not abuse the power they acquire
in the development of their martial-arts skills.

Or perhaps you want to be more creative? We
truly cannot become more creative by learning
about definitions of creativity or even by studying
techniques and ways of being creative. Creativity
is the life-force in action; all that is alive is essen-
tially creative. The question then becomes how
can we be more alive and less inhibited?

So what do you want? Answers to questions,
ways to live, peace and contentment? Ponder on
this matter a while. Then please ask yourself
another question. Is it enough just to want? Or, to
put the question slightly differently, is life simply
a routine of wanting and satisfying our wants?
There are all kinds of wants: we want to own
things, experience things, do things, know things;
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we want love, attention, happiness, success, fulfill-
ment. If you go to a shopping mall on a Saturday,
you will see hundreds of people, and there are
thousands and thousands of similar shopping
malls, all with hundreds of people, all wanting
things, buying things, and then wanting other
things. Is this what life is about—deciding which
want to satisfy, satisfying it, then moving on to
the next want, and so on? Is life simply a process
of setting goals—career goals, life goals, financial
goals, security goals, health goals—and then striv-
ing to reach them?

Ask yourself: what is life, my life, really all
about? What is it above all that really matters?
Just imagine for a moment that you have a fairy
godmother—what will you wish for when she of-
fers just one wish? A million dollars? Someone to
love who will love you in return? Success in some
project? More knowledge or wisdom? When this
question is asked sincerely, when one is not easily
satisfied with standard answers, clichés, the condi-
tioning of society, the influence of family, friends,
TV, or college, a strange truth emerges: there is
something that one desperately wants but it is
nothing that can be given a name. There is a deep
ache, so deep that nothing, it seems, can ever
satisfy it. It is not the need for immortality nor for
the magical, nor for some idyllic dream. What can
it be?

It is this indefinable but nevertheless real want
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that underlies all our other wants and all of our
curiosity. It is this that makes us search through
books in the hope that we might somehow get
help. It is this ache for something for which we
seek a cure. It might well be what has prompted
you to pick up this very book.

Zen will not give you answers. It adheres to no
philosophy or theology. But it will help you come
to your own answer, one which will not consist of
words, definitions, or theories, but will be a new
way of seeing yourself and the world. To be able
to understand this fully, to understand why there
is really no such thing as Zen, requires some words
and some work. Indeed it requires Zen. This book
will provide the words if you will provide the
work. This is not strictly a fair bargain, because it
will take a lot more work than words, and in the
end who can say what you will achieve? Perhaps
nothing more than you have already, but, who
knows, you may have it in an entirely new way.

Note: Foreign terms are not italicized after they are defined
or explained.
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(Overleaf ) Calligraphy by Obaku of a saying of Mokuan:
Ningen tada ichi butsu. “Human beings are all Buddha.”







Part I / Orientation

part of the everyday language, with no special
meaning or overtones. Later it came to mean
“spiritual awakening,” and yet later still it came
to refer to a particular person, Siddhartha
Gautama.

Attaining spiritual awakening, the goal of Bud-
dhism, is as old as mankind and is a potential
everyone has and always has had. To be human
means to have this potential. Thus, strictly speak-
ing, Buddhism cannot be confined to a particular
culture or area. However, periodically someone at-
tains to very deep awakening and because of this
is able to breath new life into existing spiritual
teachings. Such a person was Siddhartha
Gautama, whom Buddhists refer to as Buddha.

BUDDHISM AND SHAKYAMUNI

Birth and early life. Siddhartha was born in
Northern India. His father, according to tradition,
was the chief of a tribe called the Shakyas. Later,
when Siddhartha became well known as a wise
man, people began to call him Shakyamuni; muni
means ‘“wise man,” or perhaps even “saint,” and
Shakyamuni was therefore the wise man of the
Shakya tribe.

It was the custom for astrologers to be con-
sulted when a child was born, and astrologers
predicted that Siddhartha would grow up to be
either a king or a monk. A monk in those days
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lived a painful and arduous life. There were no
monasteries but simply monks who wandered,
either in small groups or alone (“monk” derives
from the Greek monos, meaning ‘“‘alone”), seek-
ing spiritual purification through various ascetic
practices, sleeping in the open and obtaining food
wherever they could by begging or by eating wild
fruits, berries, and herbs. Naturally Siddhartha’s
father wanted to spare his son such tribulations
and so did his best to ensure that the boy, and
later the man, was shielded from sights and ex-
periences that would cause him to seek a spiritual
path. He had palaces built, surrounded by
beautiful gardens and filled with luxury, and he
had high walls built around the palaces to keep
the world out. By this means he hoped to keep his
son from any deep thought or concern.

Siddhartha grew up behind these walls con-
tented, enjoying to the full all that this kind of life
had to offer. At age twenty-nine he married and
had a son of his own.

Four encounters. Shortly after the birth of his
son, however, Siddhartha began to grow restive,
finding the luxury irksome and the comfort sti-
fling. More and more he felt that the walls were
closing him in, holding him prisoner to a way of
life whose excess had itself become a source of
pain and a reason for seeking escape.

One day he resolved to break out and visit a
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nearby town. Accompanied by his charioteer, he
went off in his chariot through the palace gates
and along the road to the town. He did not reach
the town, however, because along the way he had
the first of four encounters that were destined to
change his life completely. He saw a sick man tot-
tering along the side of the road, emaciated, bent,
and feeble. So far Siddhartha had not met with
sickness. It had been kept outside the walls of the
palace; only the young and well had been allowed
inside. Surprised, he called out to his charioteer
to stop and then, pointing to the sick man they
had just passed, asked about him. “That, sire,”
said the charioteer, “is a sick man. Sickness is the
lot of us all. All that lives, at some time or
another, falls sick.” To one who had not even
thought about sickness, this encounter and this
pronouncement were deeply disturbing. Trou-
bled and confused, he ordered the charioteer to
turn the chariot around and return to the palace.

Safely inside the palace gates, Siddhartha
resumed his former habits and ways until the old
anguish of being a prisoner to pleasure reawak-
ened, and with it the urge to escape once more.
Again he made a sortie with his charioteer and for
the second time he had an encounter. This time
the shock was even more profound. He saw an old
man. Questioning his charioteer, he received the
answer: “That, sire, 1s an old man. All that lives
grows old.” Siddhartha was so disturbed he again
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fled back to the palace. However, not long after-
ward another attempt was made to escape from
the pain of languishing behind high walls. And
once again, along the way Siddhartha met
something that shattered him. It was a corpse.
When he heard, “All, at some time, must die,” he
again, in anguish, fled to the security of his
palace.

Each encounter had bitten more deeply into
Siddhartha’s mind, and now it seemed to him he
could never rest in peace again. Sickness, old age
and death, the curse of life and the burden of in-
security, now haunted him. No walls could now
keep out these three, no comfort or luxury banish
them, no achievement nullify them.

Someone said that religion begins with the cry
for help, and now Siddhartha’s whole being was
crying for help. He left the walled enclosure once
again and had his fourth encounter, the one that
profoundly and irrevocably changed his life, and
in time, the lives of countless millions of others.
He met a monk. When he asked about the monk
he was told a monk was one who was seeking a
way beyond sickness, old age, and death.

Siddhartha resolved then and there to become
a monk himself, to seek this way. At night, when
his wife and child, friends, and servants, were all
soundly sleeping, he slipped out of the house,
through the gates of the grounds and into the
nearby forest. There he paused long enough to
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strip off his fine clothes and to cut away his long
hair. Then, leaving behind all that he owned and
loved, he went deep into the forest to seek an-
swers to the questions boiling inside him, to ex-
tract a meaning from what seemed a meaningless
life, to find a way out of the cul-de-sac of existence
whose end was sickness, old age, and death.

The search. For six years Siddhartha struggled
to find peace of mind. He visited teachers and
tried all the known ways, employing all the severe
and austere practices of the time. He came to live
on the most meager ration of food, so little in fact
that, suffering from severe malnutrition, he grew
so weak his health began to deteriorate and death
seemed inevitable. In this emaciated and
tormented state a memory came to him of a time
when, as a youth of sixteen, he had one day, sit-
ting under a rose-apple tree, experienced a
oneness that seemed to pervade all things. He had
beheld an unseen unity that binds all together in
one vast and boundless universe. He had felt, at
that time, that he was close to truth, and now,
remembering this years later at the extremity of
his endurance, he resolved to find again the door
that he had walked up to but not through. After
taking some nourishment, he resolved to sit be-
neath a Bo tree and meditate in order to plumb this
unity to its depths. He vowed to continue medi-
tating even if his flesh were to dry up and his bones
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crumble and turn to dust, and not to stop until
he had penetrated through to this very truth itself.

The awakening and teaching. And so Siddhar-
tha sat and struggled with all kinds of inner con-
flicts and temptations, despair, and anxiety, until
one morning, early, he saw the morning star rise;
he saw it as though for the first and only time,
with a clarity that surpassed any subjective ap-
prehension. He saw it while, at the same time, be-
ing it, and being the vast space around it. He saw
it without any separation. At that moment, in an
instant, he went forward one further step and
became deeply awakened. It was in that instant
that he became Buddha.

His immediate reaction was to exclaim in joy,
“Wonder of wonders, all beings, just as they are,
are whole and complete. All beings can come to
awakening.” From this faith, a faith that goes
beyond mere certainty and belief, he taught for
many vyears, traveling all the while around India.
He must have had an impressive demeanor
because his very presence attracted crowds. His
teaching was intensely practical, bearing a
message of hope and compassion and concerned
with showing the way beyond the suffering of life.

THE MEANING OF THIS STORY

The story of Buddha’s life is of more than
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historical value. Each of us has this potential for
awakening and each of us, fearing the effort and
pain that it seems to herald, tries to block out
awareness of it. We live behind high walls of
dogma and prejudice, trying to blind ourselves to
the inexorable truth of life: that everything
changes. The lot of all is sickness, old age, and
death. Each of us has, in our own way, en-
counters with this truth: we fall sick, the decades
slip by and we grow old, family and friends die.
We know in our hearts that at its very foundation
life is insecure and we retreat again and again to
the illusory security of our daydream world. “Let
us not think about this. Let us wait until it hap-
pens, then there will be time enough.” But deep
down the worm of doubt gnaws and the lives of
most are filled with anxiety, unsteadiness, and
restlessness.

There is an alternative to this. It is sometimes
quite painful and difficult. But each of us has as
our natural heritage the potential to awaken, and
with this awakening is an end to suffering. Let us
try to understand clearly what this means.

THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS

The fact of suffering. Suffering is a fact of life.
This was the first lesson that Buddha taught. Suf-
fering is neither an accident nor a punishment.
To ask why we suffer is like asking why we
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the need to open ourselves to the truth of suffer-
ing. There is an ancient hymn, attributed to
Jesus, which says, “If you knew how to suffer, you
would have the power not to suffer.” If we deny
suffering and claim that it is an accident or an in-
trusion, something that ought not to be, then we
simply compound the problem. If suffering is
there, real and true, no amount of denial will
make it go away. But by opening ourselves to it,
then there is at least a possibility we may come to
know how to suffer and in this knowing transcend
suffering. It was in the light of this transcendence
that Buddha gave his first sermon. In this sermon
he said that “All is suffering”’; this was the first no-
ble truth, an axiom of life. But it was not out of
pessimism that Buddha spoke. He did not say,
“There it is and there’s nothing we can do about
it but put up with it.” He said, rather, that we
must face the truth; it alone can set us free.
The third noble truth (leaving aside the second
for a moment), says, equally clearly, that there is
indeed a way out of suffering; we all potentially
have the power not to suffer. However, to realize
this potential we must take full responsibility for
our suffering; this is the second noble truth. Suf-
fering comes from craving, the craving to be an
individual, even to be an immortal individual. Suf-
fering does not have its origins outside of us. That
its cause is not something done to us, that we are,
in the end, responsible for it, this is the great
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teaching of Buddha. “By oneself,” he said, “evil is
done; by oneself one suffers; by oneself evil is un-
done; no one can purify another.”

The craving to be separate and distinct colors
all our life. It colors the way we see the world,
what we try to do and what we say. It even affects
the way we earn our living, while our ethics and
conduct are also colored and distorted by it. This
craving causes us to live asleep in a dream world
in which our energies are dispersed and our atten-
tion scattered.

The way out of suffering was given by Buddha
as the fourth noble truth, which has come to be
known as the eightfold path, based upon the right
way of seeing the world, or right view, right effort,
speech, livelihood, conduct, and orientation. It is
also based on right mindfulness and right concen-
tration. It is these last two that Zen emphasizes,
as we shall see later on. The word “right” does
not mean right according to some perfect model
or set of rules. Rather, it means without the distor-
tion brought about by the craving to be separate.
Right mindfulness and right concentration, for ex-
ample, establish a steady and clear mind, which is
the foundation for an ethical and spiritual life.

The truth of suffering resulting from our crav-
ing, and the possibility of transcending suffering
by letting go of what distorts our relation to others
and to the world, is the basis and motivation for
spiritual effort. In one way or another this truth
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tended to look down upon the East because we
felt that our superiority in controlling and using
the material forces of the world meant that we
were in some way superior as human beings.
More recently it has become apparent to many
that, although Western civilization has indeed
made miraculous progress in developing the
physical sciences, nevertheless this has been done
at the cost of neglecting another part of life, a
part more human and intimate. It is precisely in
this human, intimate, and, indeed, spiritual area
that Zen has so much to offer.

BEYOND THE OPPOSITES

We have said that Zen came from the word
dhyana, which could be said to mean beyond sub-
ject and object, that is, beyond distinguishing
between “I” and “‘the world” or “I’” and “it.” Let
us talk about this a little more.

Going beyond as going home. Most of us
believe that the word “I” refers to something in
us and that this something has a reality quite dif-
ferent from anything else. We believe also that
the world, which we can call “it,”” has another
kind of reality, which is quite different from the
reality of “l,” so different that the one is a
stranger to the other. We take this for granted.
We feel quite confident that “I”’ either is, or has,
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something which we could, if we wanted to, un-
cover and know; and we also take it for granted
that a chair, a book, or a house is also a substance
that, provided we scratched below the surface, so
to speak, we could uncover and know. “I,” we say,
is mind or soul or spirit, a finer substance; the
chair is matter, coarse and capable of being carved
up and used. If pressed, we would say, “I am
here” and “the world is out there” at the other
side of an abyss of separation. Even the body is
“out there,” although admittedly there is a kind
of ambivalence surrounding this as we oscillate
between being the body and being in the body.

To talk of going beyond subject and object,
beyond “I” and “it,” sounds somewhat abstract
and philosophical, and of little or no consequence
in our ordinary life. Endeavoring to go beyond
subject and object, one is inclined to feel, is all
right for mystics and others who are out of the
mainstream of real events. But for a manager, a
typist, a bricklayer, a salesperson, truck driver,
doctor, or lawyer, it would seem to be of little
value; staying afloat in the economic stream is a
full-time occupation and one that will suffer few
distractions.

However, a few moments’ reflection will show
us that words, including words like “I”" and “it,”
are themselves abstractions. They are convenient
tools and very useful in helping us to describe and
sort out what is happening around us, but they
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are a convenience only. A car too is very useful,
but to say that the only reality is that seen
through its windshield would be an unnecessary
limitation. This does not mean that we should ig-
nore or deny this reality. Likewise, the view that is
seen through the windshield of “I” and “it” is
very useful, but to make this view the only possi-
ble one not only means that we are limiting
ourselves unnecessarily, it also condemns us to
some very painful enigmas—the most painful of
all being the enigma of birth and death. If “I” is a
reality separate from other realities, then we are
inclined to ask: “Where was ‘I’ before birth and
where will ‘I’ be after death?”” As long as “I”’ is an
independent something, separate from and even
opposed to the “world,” these questions must
plague us: “Where did I come from? Where will [
go? What is the meaning of this coming and go-
ing?” The problem of death is a very real one in
our day and age and the meaning of death has
become a central issue, so much so that the sup-
pression and avoidance of the thought of death is
a principal cause of neurosis and ungovernable
anxiety.

If we consider “I”’ and the “world” to be real,
any possibility of going beyond to an underlying
unity is unreal. If, however, the underlying unity
is real, then “I"” and the “world” are just ways in
which this unity shows itself, and the reality of
“I"” and the “world” is relative. To help make this

— 34 —



The Meaning of Zen

point a little clearer, let us consider a cup. A cup
has an inside and an outside, and these are quite
different from each other. If one pours tea, for ex-
ample, it obviously goes inside and not outside
the cup. Inside and outside are two and distinct,
but the cup is one. In a similar way, “I”’ and the
“world” are two and quite different, yet there is
one life. “I” could be looked upon as the “inside”
of this life and the “world” as the “outside.” We
dwell always and only in the one life, but we are
so absorbed in the illusion of “I” and so fasci-
nated by the “world” that this unity is overlooked.

To say that “I"” and the “world” are illusions is
not to say that they do not exist, but rather that
they do not exist in the way that we habitually
believe they do, that is, as separate and discrete
things. It is like going to the movies. We are totally
fascinated by the moving pictures. We see the
hero and heroine, we delight in their triumphs,
and we feel sad at their failures. We are taken in
by the show; we want to be taken in and we want
the show to go on. When movie comes to an end,
the film runs out and all that is left is the white
light on the screen, which we ignore. And vyet,
after all, what so enthralled us was nothing other
than variations of this light, shadows cast by it
now being obscured and now clear. Moreover, as
anyone knows who has seen a film made, these
shadows are simply a patchwork of bits and pieces
that we ourselves assemble into a whole. The
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white light is similar to the one life. The world
that we know and feel and all that we ourselves
are, are but modifications of this one life,
shadows obscuring the light of this life. The
shadows are there, they have their own existence,
but they owe their reality to the white light.

Going beyond as home. Zen, or dhyana, is go-
ing beyond the opposites of “I and the world,” of
“life and death,” of “here and there”’—beyond all
that can be described or even experienced. Of
course, just as when we go beyond the inside and
outside of the cup we do not really go anywhere
but simply change perspective, so when we go
beyond “I” and the “world” we do not go
anywhere. This is important because some people
feel that to meditate is to go out of yourself, or to
go into a trance, or into higher levels of con-
sciousness. But this is not so with Zen medita-
tion. “I” and the “world” are ways of knowing.
We can change the ways of knowing, but knowing
itself remains unchanged. It is like clay: we can
change its shape but the clay is always the same—
it is always clay.

There is no reason to fear this going beyond,
any more than there is reason to believe that it is
either an exalted or an advanced state. It is
neither the one nor the other. Most people have
had some taste of it at least once or twice in their
lives: a moment when falling in love, or hearing
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the loss of his parents. When he grew up he
became a Buddhist monk and heard it said that all
beings are already awakened, fully enlightened.
Remembering his pain, he asked, “Why then
must I suffer? Why have all the Buddhas and
patriarchs suffered so in the past?” It was this
very question that drove him deeper into himself
until he arrived at an answer. None of the teachers
and masters that he met could give him an
adequate reply.

Why do we need to meditate to come to
awakening if we are already awakened? There is a
simple experiment that can help point you in the
right direction so that you can see for yourself
why it is necessary: observe the second hand of a
watch for two minutes, all the while remaining
aware that you are observing. Only after you have
tried this should you read on.

The stream of consciousness. What did you
notice? Few people are able to observe the second
hand for the full two minutes. Most, after a few
seconds, find their thoughts carry them away and
instead of observing the second hand, they end
up wondering, “What is the point of this?” “What
shall T do tonight?” “Shall I go on reading this?”
“What is the use of reading anyway?” and so on.
In short, they become lost in a stream of
thoughts. But it is also important to notice that at
some point before these thoughts begin to flow
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the mind is clear. And it is this moment of clarity
that convinces many that the experiment is a
waste of time—after all, nothing useful seems to
be going on—and so they discontinue it.

This moment of clarity is a actually a hint that,
in some way, we are already awakened. However,
this clarity has also tricked us; it has caused us to
discontinue the experiment. We reason that if we
can suspend thought for a moment, we can sus-
pend it for minutes, even hours if we really want
to. But attempting to continue the experiment
shows that this interlude of clarity is elusive and
difficult to recover, that we are invariably carried
away down the stream of thought. It is this that"
should convince us that some kind of inner work
is necessary. These thoughts over which we have!'
so little control, which are constantly swarming
like bees, derive from a lifetime of emotion and
tension. We are enslaved by them, and often so
completely that we cannot even dream of a life |
free from them. i

Still, the moment of clarity is very important; it
shows, however vaguely, dimly, and imperfectly,
that the stream of thought is not all. (It is also im-
portant to realize, however, that our little exercise
is only an experiment and not a form of practice.)
Clarity of awareness is not a thought, nor is it
dependent upon a thought. On the contrary,
thoughts are dependent upon, indeed are a form
of, awareness. People often think they are the
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thoughts, that if the thoughts were to stop they
would in some way disappear. But this is not so.
We are that of which thoughts are made; we are
awareness, unreflected awareness, “knowing”
without form, limitless and timeless. It is from
thoughts that the appearance of limitation arises.
In this way they carry us away from clarity, just as
clouds cover the sun although the sun continues
to shine. All day long thoughts are streaming
through the mind, and all day long we react to
them—worry, anger, irritation, fear, hatred—a
continuous reaction to this stream of thought.
Clarity is thus not only obscured by the images
and forms, thoughts and judgments that flow
through the mind, but also by our emotional reac-
tion to them. Furthermore, we are constantly try-
ing to make sense of all these thoughts and
emotions, trying to sort them out and put them in
order. It is like trying to sort out a mixture of
jigsaw puzzles that have many parts missing and
whose available parts are constantly changing
shape and relation to each other. So we try to im-
pose our will upon the pieces and force them into
definite shapes. We try to combine them or
separate them by an effort of will, try deliberately
to make some things happen and to stop others
from happening. It is this effort of will that splits
things up into “this and that,” ““me and you,” and
so on. It is, furthermore, this total confusion of
jigsaw puzzles that we call consciousness, which
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also, although arising originally out of clear know-
ing, now obscures this clarity.

The five skandhas. Our inner life has been called
by Buddhists a bitter ocean of life and death.
Life and death here means beginning and ending
or, better still, arising and passing away. Someone
characterized life as “one damned thing after
another” because there is so often a bitter quality,
even a painful quality about these arisings and
passings away. So often we seem to be in over our
heads and struggling to get on our feet. No sooner
have we accomplished this than we find ourselves
swept along by another wave. The ocean is
restless, sometimes with high waves following one
after the other, sometimes calm. But even when
calm it is never still. This churning comes from
our emotions, from our striving and effort and
from our grasping and rejecting, picking and
choosing, indeed from the very nature of con-
sciousness itself, which, even when clear of
thought and feeling, nevertheless ebbs and flows
constantly like waves on the beach. These five—
form, feeling, thought, will, and consciousness—
are called in Buddhism the five skandhas, or five
sheaths, that obscure our true nature. During
meditation the nonreality of these five sheaths is
seen into. Later it is seen that, although they
obscure clear knowing, they are even so
themselves ways through which clear knowing
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shows itself. Then this clear knowing itself is seen
into. It is something like the shapes of jugs, plates,
cups, and teapots—they are all ways that clay can
show itself. While we are intent upon the forms
and the uses that these forms can be put to, we do
not see the clay; but if we see the clay, we are no
longer taken in by the forms. Then, later still, we
see into the nature of clay itself.

Emptiness. We could again use the metaphor
of a movie to show from a different angle what is
meant by seeing into the nonreality of things.
The individual frames that make up a movie are
projected onto a screen and they have a certain
opaqueness or solidity. If, however, a light were to
be thrown onto the back of the screen, this
opaqueness and solidity would diminish. The film
would go on unchanged, but we should not be
taken in so completely by it. Clear awareness
faithfully reflects all that appears and this ap-
pearance at its own level has a solidity and opaque-
ness that we call reality. However, awareness can
be aroused and experience then loses its opaque
and solid quality.

This loss of opaqueness in experience enables
us to see in another way that things are not quite
what they seem: they are not separate and
isolated, but interdependent with everything else.
A chair, for example, is dependent upon the sun
or lamp for its color, upon gravity for its weight,
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upon air for its smell, upon all other things for its
location in space and time, and so on. Indeed, by
way of this analysis we find our conviction that
the chair is something existing in and for itself is
called into question. Even more is this conviction
undermined when we remember that the chair
cannot be seen, felt, or experienced in any way
unless there is someone there to experience it.

THE DIFFICULTY OF MEDITATION

Seeing into the emptiness, the shadowlike quality
of conscious experience, is not easy. Although we
can arrest the flow of thoughts momentarily
whenever we like, we must not delude ourselves
that this betokens any kind of control. Indeed, the
first lesson that we learn when we practice medita-
tion is that we do not have any control at all over
thoughts and that we are entirely at their mercy.
This is true whether we see ourselves as just or-
dinary people or as particularly important, clever,
creative, or strong-willed. Indeed, it might be true
that those who see themselves as ordinary people
have the easiest time of it.

Some people who come to meditation feel that
the cause of all these thoughts and the cause of
their having so little control lies in the meditation
itself, and so are put off. However, meditation is
like turning on a light in a roomful of junk; it is
only when the light is on, however feebly it may

45 —



Part I / Orientation

shine, that we can see how confused and untidy
the room is. Naturally, at times, meditation will
be hard. This too causes some people to be
dismayed, because they have been led to believe
that meditation should be easy, relaxing, and
fulfilling. However, while at a deep level there is
undoubtedly a sense of fulfillment and rightness
in meditation, nevertheless at the surface, where
most of us, to begin with, apply all our attention,
it sometimes seems dry, frustrating, and demand-
ing. However, one should not be discouraged by
this; one should not feel during these dry, dif-
ficult times that one has taken the wrong path or
is doing the wrong thing; nor should one look for
another, “more interesting,” way.

This misunderstanding about meditation has
come about partly because of some early
misconceptions about Zen, partly because of
some misunderstandings about meditation in
general, and partly out of the tendency inherent
in us all to look for the easy way out. In order to
clarify this, we will need to understand some basic
terms a little more fully, the concern of the next
chapter.
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which most people can sustain for only brief
periods of time. This center may be anything: a
sound that is repeated, a mantra, a single thought,
or even pain. Concentration has great value
because it summons up a natural energy. This
could be called the energy of oneness. In Japanese
it is called joriki.

The word “healing” comes from the same root
as the word “whole.” When we are scattered, our
minds fragmented and dispersed, we fall away
from wholeness and health. To bring the mind to
one-pointedness is a natural way to heal the mind
and to maintain mental health. But this healing re-
quires energy, or joriki, which is generated by con-
centration. Furthermore, unless we are able to
concentrate the mind to some extent, we are
unable to do anything of our own volition, and are
thus dependent upon the environment to
stimulate us in new ways so that we can maintain
interest. This applies to zazen as well. We learn to
concentrate the mind by doing zazen, but to do
this we must put out a certain amount of energy
and put up with a certain amount of discomfort,
even pain. However, concentrating is not unlike
paying off a mortgage on a house—for some time
we simply pay off the interest and scarcely any of
the principal is touched. A debt has been ac-
cumulated through failure to live according to the
eightfold path. As time goes by we are able to pay
off more and more of the debt itself until even-
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tually we become free. Paying off the interest is
overcoming the restlessness and distraction; pay-
ing off the debt is the steady transformation of
our lives starting at the deepest levels.

The idea that pain can be used as a center for
concentration is very important, and as it may be
a new and possibly disturbing thought to some
people, let us talk a little more about it. Pain has
often been used and inflicted over the history of
mankind to bring about a concentrated state of
mind. Initiation ceremonies, vows, and prayers
are often accompanied by pain, partly because
this helps to bring the mind to one-pointedness.
This one-pointedness in turn releases a great deal
of mental energy. This mental energy can then be
used to “fix,” so to speak, that upon which atten-
tion is focused. In Tibetan and Zen Buddhism,
pain is looked upon as an ally, and in Tibetan Bud-
dhism methods are sometimes used to induce
pain. For the Westerner, the postures that are
adopted for zazen are often painful and the practi-
tioner will often be encouraged to “use the pain
to help in the practice.” The release of energy
that comes from pain can be a great help in other
aspects of the practice. And it is not only physical
pain that can be used in this way, but emotional
pain as well, such as the feeling of angst so
familiar to many people.

Many Westerners, who do not see the value of
a clear mind and who in any case could never con-
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template a positive and constructive use of pain,
would consider this use of pain a form of
masochism. Masochism, however, is the enjoy-
ment of pain for its own sake, while we are talking
about the transmutation of pain, physical or men-
tal, into vital energy. As one concentrates, pain
becomes more and more refined and it is ac-
cepted in a more integrated and relaxed manner;
less and less effort is therefore required and a
heightened sense of togetherness can ensue.
Some say that the energy developed in this way
can also be used to develop powers of extra-sen-
sory perception. This may be so, although ways
that claim to develop such powers for their own
sake should be viewed with considerable skep-
ticism. In Buddhism the development of such
powers is not encouraged because true spiritual
development does not lie in this direction.

Meditation. The word meditation means to
“think about” or “ponder on.” It is a basic prac-
tice in most religions, including Buddhism. In the
early stages, meditation can be accompanied by
reading. This kind of reading, however, is not
undertaken for the sake of getting information or
knowledge, but as a stimulus to aid one to in-
tuitively understand what is being read;
therefore, the only worthwhile writings for
meditation are those of spiritually developed peo-
ple. All religions have sacred scripture, as well as
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This phrase implies a dreamy, vacuous mind-state
stemming from an inert passivity. Even non-per-
jorative uses of the word, such as in the expres-
sion “contemplating nature,” still have this
passive connotation. What we are referring to by
contemplation is a passive state but also, and at
the same time, an intensely active condition.

The Japanese word shikan-taza can be
translated as “‘just sitting.” Some teachers of Zen
prescribe this practice for anyone, beginners or
otherwise. However, shikan-taza is pure con-
templation and is, for those who have not spent a
number of years practicing, far too difficult. Most
often people who think they are practicing
shikan-taza are sitting in a state in which they are
simply aware of their own reflected con-
sciousness. Even though this consciousness may
be reflected by nothing in particular, nevertheless
such practice is by and large a useless kind of exer-
cise and can have no real value.

Contemplation is without a center and is
therefore not concentration, although it has all
the intensity of concentration. It has no thought,
and so is not meditation, although it has all the
flexibility and ease of meditation. Clear attention,
simple awareness without reflection, is knowing
without a subject who knows, nor object that is
known. As such it is “an aroused mind that rests
on nothing” (the theme of one of the most
celebrated scriptures of Zen, The Diamond Sutra).
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What must be emphasized, however, is that this
aroused mind is only present in glimpses or
flashes, not as a constant state. A French writer
on Zen Buddhism, Hubert Benoit, refers to it as
an “inner glance.” Although contemplation is
lending oneself unremittingly to clear awareness,
this latter for a long time is present only as is black
lightning on a dark night. Described in words,
such a state seems remote and difficult to at-
tain—perhaps even inaccessible. The difficulty
arises in the first place because what is being
described is so intimate, so ever present, that it is
constantly overlooked; in the second place, true
contemplation is upstream of all thoughts, ideas,
and words, and can be only alluded to at best.
However, faithful and devoted practice of the
kind suggested in this book will allow what is be-
ing referred to to reveal itself—shyly at first, and
delicately, but with ever increasing luster and
sureness.

Dhyana. Because we have been able to talk
about concentration, meditation, and contempla-
tion separately, we must not fall into the error of
believing that they are separate “faculties.”
Rather, it is a question of emphasis upon one or
another aspect of a fundamental attitude of faith.
When the mind is very restless, then concentra-
tion above all is called for; when a particular in-
sight or understanding occurs or is sought, then
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meditation above all is required; when moments
of clarity and togetherness occur, then this is con-
templation. However, one should not be asking
oneself, “Should I now be meditating or con-
templating?” The distinction should be under-
stood, then forgotten. Together, concentration,
meditation, and contemplation are dhyana, and it
is dhyana that provides the foundation for the mo-
ment of awakening, in Japanese, satori, which can
be very roughly translated ‘““seeing into in a flash.”

FAITH, DOUBT, AND PERSEVERANCE

Faith. To practice Zen, to undertake this work,
which may be hard and long, requires great faith.
This does not mean faith in miracles or dogma, or
in something that others have seen or realized.
Rather, it is faith that one can indeed work with,
and so go beyond, the confusion and pain of life.
For many people faith entails a kind of bargain:
“I'll have faith if you promise to release me from
the calamities of life.”” The proof of this is found
in the fact that many, when calamity strikes, lose
their faith, thinking, “What is the use of faith if
this can happen to me?” Faith, however, does not
promise escape from calamity, but rather faith is
the means to bear any calamity, no matter how
severe. Knowing is indestructible; faith is this in-
destructibility in action. Faith that one can go
beyond the confusion is faith in this indestructi-
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Even the catatonic curled up in a corner has faith
invested in the belief that this posture, this dark
corner, will protect him from the pain that is so
bad. To get out of bed, to meet others, to walk or
run, all of this is the activity of faith. But, through
beliefs, convictions, and prejudices we limit, chan-
nel, and dam our faith, and so we come to the
point where we say we lack faith. When this
seems to be the case we should unlock the gates
of beliefs and break down the dams of prejudice,
walk through the walls of convictions. Meditation
on the sayings of a great teacher whom one finds
inspiring is of great value in this. To read and
dwell upon the sayings can help greatly. Just read
a few lines and allow the meaning to soak in, allow
the significance of the truth to seep through gen-
tly. Do not be in a hurry. Meditating is like water-
ing dry earth—it takes time for the green shoots
to appear.

Doubt. Faith, however, is not enough; along
with great faith there must be great doubt.
Paradoxically, it is only those who have great faith
who can truly doubt. Without faith, doubt will
simply degenerate into skepticism. Great doubt
begins with doubting oneself, doubting the very
foundation upon which this self is based. It
means doubting one’s most cherished beliefs, the
most self-evident axioms. Without great faith, this
can be both difficult and dangerous. A skeptic, on
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the other hand, simply doubts what others say; he
or she is very defensive and has no true base from
which to doubt. The skeptic has no true faith.

Great doubt is not simply an intellectual search-
ing, although it may begin as such. It is rather a
willingness to open oneself to doubts that already
exist. We live our lives, as it were, trying to seal up
the gaps in the walls of prejudice and opinion that
we have built around ourselves. The world and
others, most often inadvertently and without
malice, expose the cracks, the uncertainties, and
inconsistencies in these walls that we have built.
Our thinking is invariably concerned with sealing
up these cracks and with giving reasons for the in-
consistencies, and hence with blocking out uncer-
tainties. It is with this that most of the restless
agitation of our mind is concerned. We are anx-
ious about what others think of us, what they
might or might not do; we are anxious about what
will become of us. We are worried that two people
might get together and betray to each other the
secrets we have confided to each. We are worried
about the pain in our chest or in our head. We
are concerned about the future and troubled
about the past, and the present is somewhat un-
satisfactory. It is all of this that we try to exclude
with the walls we build.

Great doubt is simply, to begin with, letting go
of the struggle to seal up the cracks, allowing the
walls to crumble and slide. It is declining to follow
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through with the reasons that offer themselves as
salve to the pain we feel about what someone said
or did that upset us. It is seeing, without blaming
others or retreating into shame, that the bluster
we present in the face of criticism is but a trick.
With great doubt the truth that all of our suffer-
ing is self-inflicted is allowed to surface and at the
same time the needlessness of our striving to
avoid suffering and to blame others is acknowl-
edged. Great doubt is painful, but the more we
allow it just to be, the more great faith will shine
through; and the more great faith shines through,
the more daring we can become in widening the
crack of the door to our innermost heart.

We need have no fear. Anything that arises in
the process of doing zazen will be taken away by
zazen. In the words of T.S. Eliot, to be cured,
“our sickness must grow worse,” and yet, while be-
ing the patient, we are forever the physician.

Great perseverance. But, of course, as we have
said, we must persevere. If we wish to perfect
ourselves as a violinist, a runner, an artist, a
singer, or a practitioner of any other discipline,
we must give up time and devote energy. We
must go through difficult times and pleasant
times, times of hope and times of despair. And so
it is with the practice of zazen, which is the
perfection of that which is most truly perfect. It is
best not to count the cost, not to remember how












(Overleaf) Calligraphy by Issan Ichinei:
O mu sho ja ni shé go shu.
“Arouse the mind without resting it on anything.”
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mind or heart. This, however, reveals our very pro-
found sense of duality and our belief that the
body is, at best, an encumbrance, at worst, a hin-
drance to the flight of mind or soul. In the prac-
tice of Zen, however, it is precisely the illusion of
this duality that is seen as the primary hindrance,
and consequently the positioning of the body is as
important as the fixing of the mind or the steady-
ing of the heart. The body is not opposed to the
mind, although the two are obviously different.
A rough analogy might be a hammer and the blow
of a hammer. These are obviously different, and
yet by no means separate or opposed.

Sitting in a prescribed fashion with a correct
posture is always stressed in Zen Buddhism. It is
remarkable that the way my teacher, Roshi Philip
Kapleau, taught me to sit in zazen is identical to
the way Dogen, a Japanese Zen master who lived
about eight hundred years ago, taught his
students, and the tradition was already ancient
when Dogen was teaching. This is stressed,
because it is important for us to realize that the
teaching of authentic Zen Buddhism is not some
new idea that someone is experimenting with,
but has roots in an ancient teaching whose value
has been attested to by the experience of
countless millions of people.

Straight back and low center of gravity. Basic
to the meditation posture is a straight back and a
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then it is virtually impossible to achieve a straight
back—even if one is able to adopt the full lotus
posture. To give adequate support, the cushion
should be firm, preferably stuffed with kapok, not
with feathers or foam.

When seated properly, one’s center of gravity
should be that point at which all of the forces at
work in the body naturally meet. This point,
called tanden in Japanese, is about an inch or
more below the navel. However, more generally it
is said that this center of gravity is located in the
hara, the abdominal region. This is is a very impor-
tant area, but we shall defer saying more about it
until later, when we can deal with the topic fully.
For the moment, let us say only that a straight
back will allow a low center of gravity to develop
naturally and this low center will, in its turn, be of
considerable aid in carrying on the practice while
maintaining a good posture.

The word naturally should be emphasized. At
first, sitting on the floor on a cushion with the
legs crossed may seem to be very unnatural.
However, this is because of the training and condi-
tioning that we undergo in the West. After one
has mastered the posture, it becomes apparent
that sitting in a chair, particularly in a slumped
posture, is what is unnatural.

The lotus posture. To attain the lotus posture,
the legs should be crossed, with the left foot on
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Fig. 8. Correct hand position.

the right, fingers pointing to the right. The
thumbs should be touching each other very
lightly—barely touching and yet not quite
separate. This injunction about the thumbs is im-
portant. In zazen the hands should be vital, alive
(Fig. 8). This initially is clearly expressed in the
way the hands are held. If the thumbs are pressed
together to make a steeple, the posture is too
tight and tense (Fig. 9). If the thumbs are lifeless
and fall apart, the posture is too slack (Fig. 10).
The position of the head is also important. If it
is allowed to hang forward and down, one has
adopted a posture of defeat (see Fig. 3); if it is
allowed to fall back on the neck, it is a posture of
weakness (Fig. 11). It is a good idea to get
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brings up and reinforces the latent dualism. Keep-
ing the eyes unfocused prevents them from
becoming strained, and also helps avoid the
unpleasant visual effects that can be produced if
one stares.

The kneeling posture. Some people find the
half lotus too difficult and so are advised to try
one of the kneeling positions. The kneeling
posture is used by those practicing the martial
arts—aikido, karate, swordsmanship and so on—
although those practitioners do not use cushions
as is done in Zen. Essentially, the posture is at-
tained as follows: kneel down, sitting on the heels.
The knees should be about two fists apart and the
feet about one. Between the feet and the but-
tocks, put a hard cushion (Fig. 12). Preferably this
should be a husk cushion, husks being firmer
even than kapok; it should not be a feather or
foam cushion. If you are not able to obtain a husk
cushion, use a tightly rolled-up blanket. Across
the cushion or blanket place another small flat
kapok cushion on which to sit. The combined
height of the two cushions should be such that
you are sitting slightly higher than your feet. In
this way the blood can circulate freely. The posi-
tioning of the hands and head and the movement
to ensure the spine is correct is the same as for
the lotus posture. Note the position of the feet.
By allowing the feet to slightly overlap the edge of
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Sitting on a mat. In a Zen center one usually
sits on a mat made with cotton batting covered
with cotton material, about thirty-two inches
square. This protects the legs and knees. Sitting
upon a hard floor is not recommended. In the
absence of a sitting mat, a soft carpet, folded
blanket, or sleeping bag will do.

Settling into the posture. Take time when sit-
ting down to ensure that you are comfortable. A
period of sitting usually lasts from twenty to forty
minutes and you should be as comfortable as
possible. After you have taken up your posture,
rock from side to side and to and fro slightly so
that you may be sure that you are sitting upright.
After you have practiced for a while you will have
no difficulty in determining an upright posture.
Take a deep breath or, if you like, sigh deeply, at
the beginning of the practice period. To
straighten the upper part of the spinal column,
the chin should be in. To achieve this, rather than
deliberately pulling the chin into the chest, which
will cause strain, imagine for a moment that you

are going to touch the ceiling with the top of your
head.

Before leaving the question of posture. It
should be stressed that, although the posture is
very important, it is simply an aid. In other words,
one should not get hung up about the posture,
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wishing that one could get into some posture that
1s at present too difficult to attain. The most im-
portant thing is to maintain a straight back and
low center of gravity.

PRACTICE

Breath practice. Once you have found the best
posture for yourself and have adopted it, you are
ready to begin zazen practice. The basic method
is very simply stated: one counts the breath, one
for the first in-breath, two for the out-breath,
three for the next in-breath, four for the out-
breath, and so on, up to ten. At ten, start again
with one and continue as before. When you are
quite comfortable with counting in- and out-
breaths, then count out-breaths only.

Because this method is so simply stated, many
may be seduced into believing that it is easily
done. However, this is not so and it might be as
well to give a little background to the practice to
understand why it is not.

Mindfulness. The basis of Buddhist practice is
mindfulness. It is desirable to be mindful at all
times. By mindful is meant acting, talking, and
thinking from a clear mind; it means to have clear
awareness, which entails letting go of the struggle
to seal up the cracks. We have discussed this
earlier, but let us review the point here again
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because it is important to understand what is in-
tended in practice.

Most people, if one were to ask them “Who (or
what) are you really?” would answer that they are
the “body” or the “mind,” or perhaps “soul,” or
even “spirit.”” When pressed, it soon becomes evi-
dent that the question completely stymies them.
On the one hand, it is so obvious to them who or
what they are; on the other hand, what they say
they are is something they have simply accepted,
perhaps through reading or due to a generally
held belief. They cannot really define what they
are clearly.

We can demonstrate this for ourselves simply
by trying to answer the question. For each of us,
the answer to “What am I?” is a mystery, a truth
that we know but cannot put into any kind of ex-
pression or form. Still, we are constantly striving
to find a such form. The search for meaning of
Victor Frankl, for identity of Erik Eriksen, for in-
dividuation of Jung, for the will to power of Nie-
tzsche, not to mention the search for the Holy
Grail, Shambala, the Promised Land, Heaven,
etc.—all can be shown to have as their basis this
urge to give form to that which has no form.!
Mindfulness, or clear attention, is to be no longer
addicted to finding the form.

'For more on this subject, see The Iron Cow of Zen, by
Albert Low (Wheaton, Ill.: Quest Publishing, 1985).
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Following and counting the breath. Practice is,
therefore, mindfulness. The most profound prac-
tice of all is shikan-taza, just sitting, just knowing.
However, as we learned through the experiment
with the watch, it is difficult to do this for even a
minute or so without being carried away by all
kinds of thoughts and ideas. So to help us, Zen
masters advise us to “follow the breath,” or to
“contemplate the breath.” Each in-breath is the
first and only, each out-breath is the first and on-
ly; there is no gap between the in-breath and the
out-breath—they are one breath. To do this it is
necessary to follow the breath all the way out, un-
til it is not obvious whether one is breathing out
or in, then to follow the breath all the way in. One
must not get caught up in the physiology of
breathing; do not imagine, for example, the cur-
rent of breath entering the nostrils and going
down into the lungs and so on. It is much better
to breathe through the knees and elbows, through
the soles of the feet and the palms of the hands.
In other words, be totally involved. But remember
that this following the breath is an aid—there is
no magic or mystique.

If you have not practiced Zen before it is
preferable for you to count the breath during the
first three months or so of your practice. To do
this you count “one” as you breathe out, “two” as
you breathe in, “three” out and so on up to ten.

! b4

Then start again with “one.” The counting
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This, in turn, means that the attention is free and
not directed toward knotted tensions here and
there throughout the body.

Furthermore, correct posture allows the
diaphragm to be quite free. This is important
because with this freedom one is able to use the
stomach muscles to help with the breathing and
so it becomes deeper and slower. It is said that the
average person breathes from twelve to fourteen
times per minute. For an experienced Zen practi-
tioner this would be panting. Eight to ten times is
quite sufficient, once one is able to breathe using
the diaphragm and abdominal muscles. Indeed,
during the very deep zazen that is possible during
retreats, one may sometimes breath about once a
minute or even less.

The benefits of this deeper breathing are
manifold. Chest breathing is mainly emergency
breathing. One only has to think of the heaving
breast of anger, grief, or excitement to realize
this. To breathe all the time using emergency
breathing means one is always on edge, in an un-
natural state of tension. Simply by using the
stomach to breath, one can experience a release
of tension, a calmness and poise not known
before. Furthermore, a greater portion of the
capacity of the lungs is used, so the system can ad-
just more readily to the needs for more or less oxy-
gen. The body’s metabolism can in this way be
more finely tuned to the needs of the situation,
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and so the body becomes healthier at a very fun-
damental level. There have been a number of
studies carried out on the physiological benefits
of this slower, deeper breathing.?

A word of caution. The practice described
above is to follow the breath, not to control it or
to lead it. The very delicate balance between oxy-
gen and carbon dioxide must be maintained if the
organism is to function efficiently. There is a pro-
found wisdom of the body. It is the same wisdom
that presided over its evolution and regulates its
birth, growth, and development; it is the wisdom
that makes the body well during sickness and that
heals the body when it is wounded—the same
wisdom that 1s called upon by genuine faith
healers. It is this wisdom also that maintains the
balance of breath. It is best not to change the
rhythm of the breath intentionally, for example,
to try to breathe more deeply or more slowly. The
body has its reasons for breathing slowly or less
slowly, deeply or less deeply. Zazen practice is to
tune into the rhythm, to be sensitive to it, to let it
happen.

Of course, the very act of paying attention to
the breath changes the breath. However, this is

2See, for example, Science and the Evolution of Con-
sciousness, by Dr. Hiroshi Motoyama with Rande Brown
(Autumn Press, 1978), and Zen Meditation Therapy by Tomio
Hirai (Tokyo: Japan Publications, 1975).
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not too important as it is only temporary; when
one becomes used to the practice this will not hap-
pen. What is undesirable as a practice is to
deliberately breathe deeply or slowly, or to hold
the breath or try to use the abdomen to breathe
and so on. After all, as mentioned previously, the
practice is to cultivate clear attention to whatever
is; this clear attention can hardly be maintained if
we are full of ideas and thoughts about breathing.

The practice of counting or following the
breath should be done in the zazen posture; it is
not desirable to do it while walking around. We
will talk more about this later, but here it is as well
to point out that the need for the body to make
subtle shifts and changes in breathing is more
likely to arise when in action than when sitting
still. Consequently, the likelihood increases, as
one becomes more active, of the practice of
following or counting the breath interfering with
one’s breathing.

Hara. With an upright posture and proper
breathing, hara may be developed. Hara is a
Japanese word that means “belly.” This region is
considered the source of initiative or action, a con-
cept that is unknown or underemphasized in the
West. However, it is of some interest to note that
this region in the pelvic basin is called the sacral
region, named after the sacrum, that part of the
spinal column adjoined to the pelvis. Sacrum has
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the same root as “sacred,” suggesting that at one
time this area had some special significance. In
the West, some teachers of ballet and singing en-
courage their students to have the source of their
movements in this hara region. In the East much
more emphasis is placed upon it—especially in
the martial arts.

The hara is the whole pelvic region, but there is
one particular point called the tanden, situated a
couple of inches below the navel, that calls for
special comment. The tanden is the point on
which all the forces of the body tend naturally to
focus if allowed to function in an entirely natural
way. This natural functioning is not simply
physical, but psychological also, and indeed can
only arise when the tendency to see mind and
body as two distinct, separate fields is dropped.
To act naturally is to act without this artificial
distinction between body and mind—without the
belief that, for example, the mind must control or
discipline the body, or that the body is some kind
of prison or container for the mind. When acting
naturally, the psycho-physical force (that the
Japanese call ki, as in Aikido), centers in the
hara without effort. This in turn brings about
an effortless concentration that arises because
all local conflicts and tensions are released in
favor of the tautness and power of ki.

Again, the emphasis is upon natural. Hara can-
not be developed by pushing attention down into
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the hara. This is quite contrary to the whole spirit
of hara, which, as stated previously, is that the
source of initiative lies in hara. To push down
into the hara means in effect that the source of
initiative is in the head or chest. Furthermore,
although the development of hara and the
associated development of psycho-physical force
(or concentration energy) is a great help, both in
the practice of Zen and in everyday life, it is im-
portant that it should not become an end in itself,
as this too can become its own kind of distraction.
The development of hara alone is not sufficient
to bring us to awakening.

The half smile. Another aspect of zazen that
should be emphasized is the half smile. If you
observe a good Buddha or bodhisattva image
closely, you will notice that the mouth tends
toward a smile; “tends toward” is used because
one cannot really say the figure is smiling. This
facial expression is related to an incident in the
life and teaching of Buddha that has a special
significance in Zen. According to tradition, Bud-
dha was called upon to give a talk to a large
assembly of monks and lay people. Everyone pres-
ent was anxious to hear what he had to say
because he was known as one who could be both
eloquent and incisive. However, on this occasion,
instead of giving a long talk, Buddha simply held
up a flower. All the monks, except one, were
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taken aback by this gesture and were unsure what
to do or think. Mahakasyapa, a senior disciple of
Buddha, alone smiled. At this, Buddha pro-
claimed that he had transmitted the teaching to
Mahakasyapa.

This story has a special interest for Zen, for it is
said that with this incident the Zen tradition had
its beginning. The story is in full accord with the
fundamental understanding of Zen that truth can-
not be realized by thoughts, images, or words. It is
much more immediate than this. Birds can be
said to live in the air, fish in water, but mankind
lives in truth. It could be said that Mahakasyapa
saw the truth directly when Buddha held up the
flower. But what is important at this time is the
fact that on seeing the truth, Mahakasyapa
smiled. He was not smiling at Buddha nor smiling
to himself. When we are entirely one with a situa-
tion we tend to smile. For example, when we are
with friends or when we listen to music that ab-
sorbs us, or when we hear good news, or see into
some new truth, we are more likely to be at one
with the situation and less likely to want to avoid
it or separate ourselves from it. This feeling goes
along with the tendency to smile. If we sit and
allow the lips to curve a little at the corners in the
suggestion of a smile, it will be found very often
that there is a lessening of tension and an increase
in the feeling of well being. Sometimes the feel-
ing of smiling or the slight half smile will be
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enough to dissipate gloomy or even slightly bitter
feelings.

Walking zazen. At the Montreal Zen Centre
we sit for periods of thirty-five minutes and after
this there is walking zazen, in Japanese kinhin.
Walking zazen is something of a misnomer as za
means sitting. However, zazen has become in the
West a generic term for all kinds of spiritual prac-
tice and so walking zazen has come to be a respec-
table term. In some countries walking zazen is
used as a basic practice. For example, in some
monasteries in Sri Lanka it may form the major
practice, with sitting zazen being a secondary
practice. There is also a difference in the way the
Soto and Rinzai (the two different Zen schools of
Japan) practice kinhin. The Soto take very small
steps, scarcely the length of a foot, and so move
very slowly around the zendo, the zen practice
area. The Rinzai walk at a much more vigorous
pace. I was taught to walk at a normal pace, with
the eyes down.

Kinhin can be a very useful practice for tense
and restless people who find long periods of sit-
ting unbearable. It is also useful for people who
have a hard time staying awake. For the practi-
tioner who has no difficulty with sitting zazen, it
is useful in that staying fully alert while walking
can be considerably more difficult than stationary
zazen.
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As mentioned previously, there is no particular
virtue in the sitting posture itself. People who are
having difficulty in adopting one or other of the
lotus postures are not thereby handicapped. If
there were indeed a virtue in this sitting posture
alone, then, as one Zen master pointed out, all
the frogs in the world would be awakened. It hap-
pens that most people most of the time can prac-
tice zazen more effectively using the postures
suggested. However, if none of these postures is
helpful, alternatives should be found. Kinhin
could well be one such alternative.

Posture. With kinhin it is important, as with
zazen, that the head be held up and not allowed
to droop. The hands are held with the thumb of
the right hand folded into the palm of the right
hand and the fingers closed around it as a fist.
This is put on the chest, with the fingers close to
the chest. The left hand is placed on top of the
right hand and the elbows are allowed to find a
comfortable natural position. When one becomes
accustomed to this posture it will be found that it
is far preferable to holding the hands in front of
the stomach or allowing them to swing at the
sides. It is a posture that lends dignity and poise.
However, one does have to become used to it so
that one can hold it without feeling self-con-
scious.

As a rule kinhin is maintained for about five to
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ten minutes, after which another round of sitting
is begun. It is worth repeating that, although one
of the values of kinhin during extended sitting
periods is that the legs are rested and some of the
tension due to restlessness released, the main
value of kinhin is that one has the opportunity to
practice zazen in motion.

THE MECHANICS OF ZAZEN

Facing the wall. It is a good idea to sit facing a
wall rather than to face inward into the room.
This is particularly true if one is sitting with
others. The reason for this is simply that a wall is
less likely to be distracting than the room’s in-
terior, which may have furniture, books, and so
on. One sits with the knees about twelve to eight-
een inches from the wall, which, if possible,
should have a plain, uniform surface. The lighting
in the room should not be so bright that there is a
glare from the wall, nor should it be so dark
that one is lulled to sleep by the dullness. For
similar reasons, it is best that the room be kept on
the cool side. A warm room is conducive to a
sleepy state and as many people, particularly
beginners, have to struggle with sleepiness any-
way, it is best not to do anything to encourage it.

The tendency to drift into a sleepy state may be
a kind of resistance to restlessness, a form of over-
reaction to the restlessness. It can also be a
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resistance to ideas or memories that are unpleas-
ant and that seem to be pushing their way into
consciousness. Of course, it can result from sim-
ple fatigue also. But even when one is very tired,
it is possible to do good zazen.

The kyosaku. At a Zen center formal periods of
sitting are supervised by a monitor. The function
of a monitor is partly to ensure that any interrup-
tions or untoward events are taken care of so that
practitioners can let go completely of any con-
cerns about their environment. If the lights fade,
or an unexpected visitor calls, or one of the par-
ticipants has particular problem, the monitor
takes care of it.

However, if the monitor is experienced and
well-trained, his or her function is also to help
establish and maintain a taut atmosphere. One of
the ways this is done is by using the kyosaku. This
is a specially made stick, flattened at one end,
with which the monitor strikes one of the two
large shoulder muscles that lie at either side of
the neck. Apart from helping a person to over-
come sleepiness, this also has the effect of releas-
ing tension that tends to accumulate in the
shoulders and neck during zazen.

Some people question the use of the kyosaku.
They ask, “Why use it? Is it not at odds with both
the atmosphere of zazen and the spirit of non-
violence of Buddhism?” This type of objection is
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made by people who confuse zazen with relaxa-
tion techniques. One does not practice Zen to
relax, but to discover one’s basic relaxed and tran-
quil state. To relax means that one tries to let go
of tension; the word “try” is used because, in the
face of tension, this is often all that one can do. It
is a bit like covering a bad smell with a sweet per-
fume, which is all right until the two mix, creating
an even worse smell. To try to relax is a contradic-
tion in terms. To find our natural tranquil and
relaxed state means that initially we must come to
terms with our tension.

Tensions will often surface in the practice of
Zen and most frequently they will settle in the
shoulders and neck. As we have said, the kyosaku
1s useful in working with these tensions, in the
same way that massage is useful. The kyosaku is
also useful in helping people overcome
sleepiness. This help is particularly necessary dur-
ing evening sittings or during long retreats.
Another reason for using the kyosaku is that it
often happens that some thought or another
becomes fixed in the mind; for example, a
thought about some wrong, real or imagined, that
someone has inflicted upon us. The sudden shock
of the kyosaku can usually release us from these
thoughts. Finally, and most important, in the
hands of a skilled and compassionate monitor, the
kyosaku can call up deep latent energies that can
then be used in the practice.
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unity or harmony. Identification, we believe, is a
way out of the conflicts and feelings of alienation
and separation that plague us. Indeed, during the
time that we are totally caught up in the doings of
our day-to-day existence, we do get some relief.
This is the psychological mechanism underlying
workaholism. Under the pressure of work, par-
ticularly if it is both interesting and demanding,
all other problems—a collapsing marriage, finan-
cial difficulties, health problems—are temporarily
forgotten. The deeper angst of meaninglessness
and bewilderment is transmuted into the drive to
accomplish, to compete and triumph over others.

However, the unity that is brought on by this is
illusory; far from healing our conflicts, we simply
submerge them under a flow of energy, en-
thusiasm, and effort. Moreover, this very effort
can act as an additional irritant, creating new con-
flicts and deepening those that already exist. This
calls for new effort, more energy, and results in
deeper rifts—we get the feeling of being on a
treadmill.

MINDFULNESS AT ALL TIMES

In Zen it is said that the mind must be aroused
without resting on anything. Another name for
this aroused mental state is mindfulness. After
one has practiced seated Zen, it becomes possible
to be mindful during the day. With this mind-
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is the basis of all, including all actions, this cannot
be done. A Tibetan master said that trying to mix
awareness and action is like trying to mix oil and
water. It is like trying to step outside one’s own
skin. Instead, one should notice that during the
day there are certain moments when one “sur-
faces,” when one is less immersed, less asleep. If
we assent to these moments without necessarily
trying to prolong them, they become more and
more frequent. In addition, there are moments
when we try to get away from situations and
ourselves. These are moments of pain and
humiliation. If, instead of resisting, we remain
quiet and still, while alert, we will find that there
will be moments of surfacing even in the darkest
experiences.

To be able to accomplish this assenting to
moments of awareness, it is necessary that we
have fully accepted the first truth of Buddhism:
that life is founded upon suffering, that we can-
not escape or evade suffering, and that all we can
do is to suffer intentionally or unintentionally.
Assenting to moments of awareness even during
times of great joy is a way of suffering intention-
ally. This sounds paradoxical until one reflects
upon the fact that even joy is transitory and thus
can underline, in a very poignant way, the truth
that everything is impermanent.

Mindfulness is not an action but an attitude
based upon a truth. The attitude is made possible
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by the faith that we can indeed awaken, that wak-
ing sleep is not our true nature. The truth is that
we are already awakened; pure awareness is our
natural state. A new cycle can be established
because this faith is able to make moments of as-
sent possible, and these moments of assent rein-
force our faith, while the fundamental truth
shines through ever more steadily. Therefore, it
cannot be overstressed that there is a basic dif-
ference between having faith in awakening and
trying to make the awakening happen.

MISTAKEN BELIEFS

Changing the environment. One mistaken
belief commonly held is that our inner work
would be better or more easily accomplished by
abandoning the life that we are leading at the mo-
ment and going elsewhere. The rationale for this
is almost invariably that the present environment
is too confusing, too painful, or too distracting.
We assume that if we could go somewhere quiet
and less in conflict with the basic need to awaken,
it would be possible to work harder and attain bet-
ter results.

However, there are two errors in this way of
thinking. The first we have already discussed: this
is the error of believing that in the practice of Zen
we are seeking to pacify the mind. The second er-
ror stems from the belief that the confusion we ex-
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perience has its origin in the world rather than in
our own attitudes. The problems and confusions
of life that surround us have accumulated
because of what we are. If we are surrounded by
enemies, it is because we need enemies; if we are
surrounded by debts, it is because we need debts,
and so on. It may sound strange, but it is never-
theless so. An enemy is one upon whom we have
projected our own negative emotions. In the ex-
treme, our enemy is a scapegoat, someone upon
whom we have, individually or as a group, pro-
jected our pain and so have found some relief. If
we have a lot of pain, we need a lot of enemies. If
we have little pain, we do not regard even those
who try to harm us by calling us names, blaming
us, or condemning us as enemies.

If we have inordinate needs, more needs than
can be satisfied from our compensation for the
work we do, then we borrow and get into debt.
Our problem is not so much the debt, or our
creditors who insist upon such unpleasant terms
to carry the debt, but our own needs. To run away
from the debts or the creditors is of little use
because in running we carry our needs with us,
which will take root in the new environment
under one guise or another.

Some of us are dependent upon others, want-
ing others to support us, look after us, and help us
make decisions. With this dependency comes a
deep resentment toward those upon whom we
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are dependent—a resentment that stems from a
feeling of being put upon or a belief that these
others are trying to take over and control. Once
again, it is useless to withdraw from such an en-
vironment, believing that somewhere else there
will be greater freedom, fewer restrictions im-
posed by others, or less guilt from being unable to
meet the expectations of others. Our need to be
dependent on others will manifest itself in the
new environment and the same old relationships
will be established.

Thus it can be shown, through one example
after another, that we are the cause of our own
confusion and suffering—that these in the end
derive from our own needs. Moreover, these
needs are often in conflict with each other, so
that the satisfaction of one means the denial of
another. For example, one fundamental need is
to be unique, to be the center of attention—it
might be said that the most popular game of the
cosmos is “look at me.” Another equally basic
need is to belong to a group, to be part of a
cause~—to lose ourselves in a greater whole. These
two needs often conflict and one has to be sacri-
ficed in order that the other may be satisfied. For
the pain that results, we blame our environment,
fate, or the unfairness of life.

To leave a situation that is painful and confus-
ing in order to be able to work upon oneself more
effectively and to be able to meditate more deeply
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is therefore a mistake. Our confused situation has
taken years to develop. When we move to another
place there may initially be a lessening of our
problems or confusion, because we have not yet
put down the roots of our needs. For some time
we can live with a false sense of well-being, but
after a while, be it months or years, we will find
ourselves back in the same pattern, with the same
confusion and, with respect to working on
ourselves, the intervening months or years will
have been wasted.

This does not mean that we have to put up
with impossible situations, unworkable marriages,
and so on. What it does mean is that we should
not move “‘because it will be helpful to my prac-
tice,” or because “these difficulties are an obstruc-
tion to my practice.” Chances are that the very
difficulties that we are experiencing are those
that can teach us the most.

Changing ourselves. Closely allied to the
misconception about changing environments is
another: that we must change ourselves. Some of
us are convinced that we are unpleasant people—
perhaps too hostile or even too timid. Others feel
guilty due to some past sins, for which they must
atone by becoming different people in the future.
Still others feel they must overcome laziness.
Most of us share the belief that something about
ourselves is wrong that must be put right, and
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that this putting right can be accomplished either
by getting rid of the offending trait—as though it
could be plucked out and flung to the winds—or
by doing the opposite of what we have been doing
for years.

This misconception is often reinforced by peo-
ple who are ever ready, indeed eager, to point out
what is wrong with with us and what we should
do to correct our faults. Sometimes they are well-
meaning, but most often it is because their rela-
tionship with us is painful to themselves and they
see getting us to change as a way relieving their
pain.

There are now even many companies that en-
courage managers to discuss the shortcomings of
their employees with the employees concerned,
to tell them what is “wrong” with their per-
sonalities and what they must do to put
themselves right. This conjures up the comical
picture of one man being told his faults by his
boss, the latter in turn having just been told his
faults by his boss and so on up the line. No doubt
many will be pointing out faults identical to those
they themselves have been accused of having,
even using identical words to do so. This “I'll-tell-
you-what-is-wrong-so-that-you-can-put-it-right” at-
titude is endemic to a society that, being so
heavily machine-oriented, has total faith in the
interchangeability of parts, provided those parts
are standard or “normal.” This faith has given
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birth to the myth of interchangeability of
behavioral parts—the standardization of behavior
and personality.

However, the notion that we can make up our
minds to change ourselves for the better by get-
ting rid of this or that undesirable trait is suspect.
This does not mean that we cannot change for
the better—it simply means that we may not be
able to select beforehand those aspects that we
consider undesirable and then start eliminating
them. The personality of a person is like a land-
scape, with hills and valleys, bogs and meadows,
marshlands and gardens. It is an ecological whole;
to change one part means that all are changed, for
each part is interdependent with all the others.
To use another metaphor, each person has his or
her own light and along with that light goes a
shadow. To eliminate the shadow we must put
out the light.

This reasoning might be seen as pessimistic
but, as mentioned earlier, pessimism is not the
same as facing up to unpleasant truths, but rather
dwelling on the unpleasantness and overlooking
the truth. In fact, this reasoning is very op-
timistic, very liberating, for if we cannot change
ourselves purposely, then we are relieved of the
tremendous burden of having to do so. If there
are no evil demons, we do not have to waste a lot
of time, effort, and resources to appease those
demons.
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Some may object to what is being said on the
grounds that it might lead people to act irrespon-
sibly, not caring about the effect that their
actions have on others. This is an important objec-
tion, one that cannot be easily dismissed, but un-
fortunately it also relates to too many issues to
deal with adequately in an introductory book.
However, let me say that the objection implies
that ethical conduct and concern for others are
only possible if we are able to consciously change
ourselves. But perhaps responsibility, ethical con-
duct, concern for others, etc., do not derive from
this at all, but rather from realizing the truth that
we are all one, and that this unity or oneness is
the ground of all being. Our problems arise
because we try to invest this oneness with specific
qualities; we strive to be good, to be loving, to be
holy, and so on, and instead of attaining oneness
we acquire some quality, which is set against all
other qualities and so separates us from others
and divides us irrevocably. We lose touch with
what we really are and become alienated and con-
fused. In ancient China a provincial governor
once went to a temple for a retreat. When he was
leaving, the Zen master asked him, “How are you
going to rule the people?” The governor replied,
“With wisdom and compassion.” “Then,” re-
torted the master, “every last one will suffer!”

Does this mean that we are irrevocably locked
in our prison of personality, that anything goes?

— 107 —



Part II / Practice

Not at all. The very basis of Buddhist practice is
liberation, but it is liberation from the tyranny of
“good and bad,” “right and wrong,” “popular and
unpopular,” “likable and unlikable,” those an-
titheses over which so much argument has been
expended and so many wars have been fought.
This liberation is true freedom. To be required to
totally free ourselves from our “bad” aspects, our
“evil” aspects, in order to live with the good of
ourselves—this would be eternal bondage.

When we practice Zen we do not sit with the
intention of getting rid of our restlessness or anxi-
ety, nor do we try to improve ourselves by becom-
ing like the model that our parents, wives, friends,
or even teachers hold up for us. In fact, a teacher
who tries to get us to change, even if it is “for our
own good,” is not a true Zen teacher. To accept
ourselves just as we are, with all our faults intact,
with all our shortcomings and inadequacies, and
to do so without putting the blame on our parents
or the way we were brought up, without resenting
people for abusing us or wronging us, and without
projecting a better, more loving, or more caring
self in the future, is very painful. It is so painful in
fact that we can usually remain this way only for
brief spells before retreating into a fog of
thoughts and ideas.

But we must return to this pain again and
again. To sit with a clear mind is to drop the fog
and with it our justifications and excuses for be-
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ing bad, our resolutions and promises to be good.
And with this clarity comes the lash of contradic-
tions inherent in us all. When this becomes too
violent we seek to escape—escape again to the
belief that we can and will change. This is why
zazen is difficult. Indeed, to practice zazen is not
to abandon the ethics of religion but to live those
ethics fully in a natural, spontaneous way. If we
cannot do this then we still have a long way to go
with our practice.

THE INNER MONOLOGUE

The inner monologue is our natural response to
these internal clashes and contradictions. All
through the day something like a private soap
opera is going on in our minds. The scenario is dis-
jointed and confused, moving in no fixed direc-
tion. Sometimes the drama takes place in the
foreground, sometimes in the background of our
minds. Should someone stand on our corns he or
she immediately becomes the villain of the piece,
but for the most part the scenario is wearlily,
boringly the same.

When we are mindful, however, we cut
through this clutter; when the mind is aroused
without resting on anything the monologue dries
up. It is not a question of seeking to suppress the
monologue; one does not try actively to banish it.
However, some activities can only take place in
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the dark and this monologue is one of them. In
the light of awareness the steady drain of energies
ceases as the ghosts of the mind vanish. It is like a
classroom from which the teacher is absent. The
children make a lot of noise, throw things, pull
one another’s hair, and jump around—all to let
off energy. When the teacher returns, he or she
will not try to restore order by shouting and hit-
ting; this would simply add to the noise. The wise
teacher instead simply stands there; one by one
the children will slide into their seats and silence
will reign. But to just stand there, that is the dif-
ficulty.

THE WAY OF THE WARRIOR

It is said that Zen is the “way of the warrior”; this
is so for several reasons. A warrior advancing on
his adversary is alert but not tense. His alertness is
like that of a cat sitting outside the hole of a
mouse—flexible, fluid, not braced for the worst
nor tense with anticipation. Such a cat may
almost seem sleepy, but let the mouse show a
whisker and bang!—it’s all over. When one sits in
zazen, one sits with the alertness of a warrior, free
of entangling thoughts and emotions. If a warrior
is distracted by worry, fear, even a stray thought,
his adversary has a gap through which to attack
and the warrior will lose his life. So it is with
zazen: if we lose clear attention—our flexible
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awareness—even for an instant, we are quickly
drowned in a flood of thoughts and lose our
precious life of oneness.

The way of Zen is also called the way of the war-
rior because both ways require courage. As men-
tioned earlier, the thoughts, the monologue with
its scenario, is a screen—Ilike a smoke screen—
used to hide our pain, humiliation, and
restlessness from ourselves. When the smoke
clears, we can no longer avoid the total discom-
fort of our situation. It takes courage to allow the
smoke to clear. Nevertheless, just as the dull dross
of the massa confusa, the confused mass, is
transmuted into gold by the alchemist, so it is out
of the pain of contradiction and confusion that
our awareness is released. As the sun of awareness
rises, more and more of the dark shapes that in-
habit our twilight world vanish as specters. More
and more we see that our lives are filled with
tragedies, accidents, calamities that never really
happened. More and more we realize, as did the
great Zen master Nansen, that our everyday life is
the Way. By learning how to suffer, we have the
power not to suffer.

This realization enables us to understand why
it is said on the one hand that there is nothing we
have to do, that all striving simply adds to our con-
fusion; and yet all the patriarchs and masters,
beginning with Buddha himself, have stressed the
need for effort. Zen master Dogen says that it
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takes tears, sweat, and sometimes blood. Yasutani
Roshi used to say that just to sit will cause us to
perspire.

Striving to change ourselves would appear to be
a waste of effort. No matter how valiant the striv-
ing, we simply bang one dent out by banging
another dent in. However, we cannot help trying
to ameliorate the suffering our condition brings
with it; striving to change is one of the ways that
we attempt this amelioration, and is therefore in
accord with the flow of life. But to come to
awakening is to go against this flow and open
ourselves to the pain. We have to swim against
the current of thoughts, judgments, and ideas
that are designed both to seal up the gaps in our
armor and to dissipate the energy that the pain
engenders.

A favorite image in Zen temples is the carp. To
spawn, a carp must swim upstream, against the
current, through rapids, and even over waterfalls.
The leaps must be done using the power of the
total body. Time and again a leap is made, only to
have the rush of water carry the fish downstream
once more. This effort of the carp is symbolic of
the effort, perseverance, and determination to
continue that is needed in the practice of Zen.
However, it is an effort of an entirely new kind
compared with the efforts that we normally make
to assuage the pain associated with the projects,
competitions, and goals of our daily life. It is an ef-
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tice. Few people are able to commit themselves
totally to anything; there is always some part of
themselves that is left out and that nags,
criticizes, or looks desperately around for alter-
natives. When one practices with a group, there is
less likelihood of this problem becoming serious
enough to interrupt the practice. To some extent
the conflict abates and energy that is normally
used in struggling with alternatives can be applied
to practice.

It can be readily appreciated that if one is to
come to awakening, it is likely that long and hard
work will need to be done. Such work, further-
more, is foreign to the general disposition of
people in the West today, where a great em-
phasis is placed upon entertainment, novelty, and
distraction. However, it is also clear that awaken-
ing has been sought after in all spiritual tradi-
tions—although it is not always known by this
name—and it is an unconscious search for this
awakening that gives rise to the deep yearning
and unrest that most people experience at dif-
ferent times in their lives.

Having said this, it is well to bear in mind the
admonition of the masters and patriarchs that we
not set up spiritual goals, nor consciously strive to
attain or realize them, for this will simply block
true practice. It is better to regard practice as a
gift to life, a giving of oneself to what one could
call the life-force or Buddha nature. Most
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ticated by a competent teacher whose own
awakening was, in turn, verified. No person can
help another to awakening, no matter how well in-
tentioned, well-meaning, and well-versed in all
aspects of Zen, if that person has not himself or
herself come to true awakening. It is necessary
that the awakening be authenticated because dur-
ing practice one experiences many moments that
can be quite striking, moments of deep
psychological and philosophical insight or pro-
found visions and realizations, all of which are in-
spiring and rewarding, but none of which is
awakening. It is impossible to describe
awakening—indeed one of its hallmarks is that it
is beyond description and expression. However,
an awakened person can tell whether another has
come to awakening, and, to some extent, the
depth of that awakening. Moreover, awakening
by itself is not enough; integration of awakening
into everyday life is also necessary, and for most
this will take from ten to fifteen years.
Furthermore, if one is to be a teacher for
Westerners, considerable life experience 1is
necessary. Zen practice in the East was, and still
is, primarily monastic. Life in a monastery,
although by no means easy or even tranquil, is
nevertheless very simple compared to lay life.
The modern lay practitioner usually marries,
brings up a family, pursues a career, has social
obligations, etc., and therefore unquestionably
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LIFE AT A CENTER

In order to provide some insight into what a
center is like, I shall talk about the Montreal Zen
Centre. This is not to say that this is the only or
even the best way a center should operate.
However, most centers are fairly similar to it. The
Montreal Centre is an offshoot of the Rochester
Zen Center, which is directed by Roshi Philip
Kapleau, author of the Three Pillars of Zen and
other books. The Rochester Center in turn is
modeled on Hoshinji Zen Monastery of Japan,
which in its heyday was under the direction of
Harada Roshi and was considered to be one of the
more dynamic monasteries in Japan. Harada
Roshi and one of his chief disciples, Yasutani
Roshi, were two of the teachers Roshi Kapleau
worked with during his thirteen years in Japan.
Harada Roshi was originally a Soto Zen Buddhist,
but later worked with a Rinzai master and came
to awakening under his direction. Yasutani also,
before working with Harada Roshi, was a Soto
teacher. They are both remarkable in that they
started as Soto priests and came to awakening
under Rinzai masters. This is saild to be
remarkable because, as is the way with human be-
ings, Zen practice in Japan has polarized into two
distinct groups or sects: Rinzai and Soto. For
someone to span both sects and to see that each
has its advantages and disadvantages requires
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considerable courage and openness of mind.

Montreal Zen Centre is a lay community, but it
has a residential program as well as non-residen-
tial membership. Residents pursue their own
vocations and careers, but live as a spiritual fam-
ily. The basis of the program is spiritual and only
people who have a serious commitment to prac-
tice are accepted. This commitment includes will-
ingness to attend most of the activities of the
center, as well as the determination to struggle to
live harmoniously with others. Building on a
spiritual foundation, this proves much easier than
would otherwise be the case, and one of the
features of this and other Zen communities is the
depth of harmony attained. The lifestyle is fairly
austere; for example, there is no smoking or drink-
ing in the house—indeed, no resident has so far
been inclined toward either of these habits.
There is no TV and hi-fi music is played quietly.
Food is normally prepared and eaten commu-
nally; it is vegetarian and, although skillfully
cooked, it might be considered plain to the
taste of many.

A typical day begins at 5:30 a.m. with a wake-up
bell and from 5:45 to 7:15 a.m. there is zazen
followed by chanting (about which more will be
said later). After the chanting, residents change
and prepare for breakfast. More chanting takes
place before and after food is served, although
while food is being served silence is maintained.
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But after the chanting the atmosphere is relaxed
and there is usually lively talk. Experiments were
made with residents having breakfast in-
dependently, but it was found that the harmony
of the house suffered; there is a lot more to eating
together than simply satisfying the appetite. After
breakfast, some residents prepare for work while
those who have time clear the table and wash the
dishes.

On several evenings each week members who
live outside the center come for zazen. These ses-
sions start at 7:30 p.m. and go on until 9:30 p.m.
The two hours are divided into three thirty-five-
minute periods of zazen, with kinhin in between.
The evening ends with chanting and prostrations.
Anyone can be a member of the center who
wishes to join, provided they also practice at
home. There is no insistence that one give up
another religion to be a member, and encourage-
ment is given to people who have a practice de-
rived from another tradition, provided that it is
authentic and not likely to disturb other
members.

Although a center is a non-profit organization,
a monthly fee is charged in order that the costs of
the mortgage, utilities, and so on can be met. No
one in particular benefits from these contribu-
tions; they are all used for the community as a
whole. However, even these regular monthly con-
tributions are generally insufficient for the sup-
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work period is very important, not only to ac-
complish the cleaning, cooking, and maintenance
that is necessary during sesshin, but to encourage
awareness while moving around and working.
The talks that are given to sesshin participants are
of two types. One is an encouragement talk. The
other, called teisho, is more difficult to describe,
as it is a cross between a lecture and an encourage-
ment talk. Encouragement talks help participants
maintain the intense vigilance required by Zen
practice. This vigilance can wane under the
weight of the long hours of zazen and encourage-
ment can help restore the required faith and
energy. Teisho does not aim at simply informing
or instructing, but is an encouragement to
awaken the mind. A good teacher will speak from
his or her own awakened state and in so doing
transmit this awakened state on a non-verbal
level.

The private encounter with the teacher can
also be of two kinds. Beginning participants will
take problems concerning posture, anxieties,
pains, uncontrollable thoughts, and so on to this
encounter. More experienced participants will
seek clarification of points of Buddhist doctrine.
Both types of encounter take the form of a
counseling session. But later, and often mixed
with this counseling, will emerge a new kind of en-
counter in which there is a mutual testing. This is
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SCHEDULE FOR SESSHIN (cont.)

Following days

4:30 p.m. Zazen

5:00 p.m. Supper

5:25 p.m. Rest period

7:00 p.m. Zazen

9:30 p.m. End of formal sitting
10:00 p.m. Tea available in kitchen

Last day

1:15 p.m. Zazen

3:15 p.m. Closing words and chanting
3:45 p.m. Work period

4:30 p.m. Supper

Note: Private instruction is offered in the afternoon and even-
ing periods for those who desire it.

KOAN PRACTICE

To help deepen practice and to assist in the inter-
change during private encounters with practi-
tioners, a teacher of the Rinzai tradition will
assign a koan, which is a saying, or sometimes a do-
ing, of a Zen master or of Buddha (as, for exam-
ple, the well-known conundrum “What is the
sound of one hand clapping?”’). This practice is
followed, when appropriate, at the Montreal Zen
Centre.
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MAKYO

A major barrier to awakening in Zen practice is
called makyo. Again, a Japanese word is used
because there is no satisfactory English
equivalent. Generally speaking, all that arises in
practice short of awakening is called makyo; it can
therefore include ecstatic states as well as fearful
ones. The nearest English description would be
“illusory” or even “delusory,” but somehow the
first term is misleading and the second too
ominous. There is no doubt that the fear that one
sometimes feels in Zen practice is real, not il-
lusory, and yet it is makyo. Likewise, one will
sometimes experience a beauteous state in which
the mind, body, and world are all merged in a con-
dition of quiet joy and release. This too is very
real, but it is still makyo. At other times, one
knows in advance what another is going to say, for
example, one’s teacher during an encouragement
talk, or even in a private encounter. At such times
it seems that an outer layer has somehow been
peeled away from reality and one is participating
directly with other minds. This too is makyo.
Many religions set great store by these special
experiences, but in Zen they are, if dwelt upon
and accorded special value, only an impediment.
One great Zen master said words to the effect
that his great magic and miraculous powers were
chopping wood and drawing water from the well.
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in what might be called our “kinesthetic aware-
ness.” We all have a sensation of ourselves. This
sensation includes tensions as well as other kinds
of sensations—those arising from crossing the
legs or folding the arms, rubbing the nose or the
back of the head. Through awareness of these
sensations we maintain a “standard” sense of
ourselves. In situations that are confused or uncer-
tain, the need to hold on to this sensation of
ourselves increases. Tensions mount and we seek
relief through a set of sensation rituals, means by
which we are able to maintain our sense of being.
This sensation of ourselves might be described
as a cathedral of tensions, because, as in the case
of Gothic cathedrals, each tension holds all the
other tensions in place. During deep zazen then,
a basic tension can give way, altering the whole
structure, bringing about a change in our
kinesthetic awareness. We have the feeling that a
fundamental shift has taken place in what until
now we have considered our being, ourselves. We
feel as though for the moment we have lost con-
tact with ourselves, a feeling accompanied by a
total loss of our sense of direction. This can
generate a considerable amount of anxiety while
it is happening and, if one does not understand
what is going on, the anxiety coupled with the
kinesthetic shift can bring about a damaging loss
of confidence. This can have psychological reper-
cussions lasting weeks and even months.
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The kinesthetic shift is, of course, only one of
the causes for fear and anxiety arising in practice
and is another form of makyo. However, if these
fears are not held on to, the consequences of such
an experience can be considerable realignment—
for the good—of one’s whole perspective and
perhaps even insight into the nature of the
kinesthetic sense itself. A good teacher will have
experienced this and other fears in his or her own
practice and will have no trouble in offering
reassurance. There is also a general maxim that
should be borne in mind: Whatever is caused by
zazen will be resolved by zazen, and the resolu-
tion almost always is in the direction of greater
stability and insight. However, it is wise to talk
over such problems with an experienced teacher.

CHANTING

Finally, a word about chanting, which plays an im-
portant but not large part in sesshin. Examples of
some of the chants are given below. During
sesshin, chanting is done for about twenty
minutes each afternoon, as well as before meals
and at the close of the day’s formal activities.
However, although chanting does not take up any
substantial portion of sesshin time, the chants do
represent a vital part of Zen practice—particu-
larly The Four Vows—so it would be wise to spend
some time discussing them.
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taste, touch, or what
the mind takes hold of,

nor even act of sensing.

No ignorance or end of it

nor all that comes of ignorance:
no withering, no death,

no end of them.

Nor is there pain or cause of pain
or cease in pain or noble path

to lead from pain,

not even wisdom to attain,
attainment too is emptiness.

So know that the Bodhisattva
holding to nothing whatever
but dwelling in prajna wisdom
is freed of delusive hindrance,
rid of the fear bred by it,

and reaches clearest nirvana.

All Buddhas of past and present,
Buddhas of future time

through faith in prajna wisdom
come to full enlightenment.

Know then the great dharant
the radiant, peerless mantra,
the supreme, unfailing mantra,
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the Prajna Paramita,

whose words allay all pain.
This is highest wisdom

true beyond all doubt,

know and proclaim its truth:

Gate, gate,
paragate,
parasamgate,

bodhi, svaha!

Prajna paramita is at the heart of the teaching of
Zen. Prajna is the Sanskrit term for the simple
awareness without reflection that is Zen con-
templation, discussed in Chapter 4; paramita
means “to cross to the other side”; hridaya means
“the heart.” The Prajna Paramita Hridaya Sutra is
a religious text that extols prajna as the way
beyond duality and therefore the way beyond suf-
fering. It is from the depths of awareness—
that is, from the state of having the mind aroused
without resting upon any form, image, idea, or
thought—that the bodhisattva sees into the empti-
ness of the five skandhas, discussed in Chapter 3.

In the same chapter we also discussed the con-
cept of emptiness. The following expression from
the Zen tradition is one of the most sublime of all
spiritual affirmations:

Form here is only emptiness,
emptiness only form.
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Bodhi is the source of the light of knowing, that
which is beyond all beyonds. We might say it is
the source of simple awareness. It is beyond not
in light years of distance nor in eons of time, but
it is beyond in the way of being inaccessible to the
reflecting mind. A Hindu song sings:

My Lord is in my eye; that is why I see him
everywhere.

Svaha! means rejoice. Who would not rejoice at
the slightest stirring of this Mother of all Bud-
dhas, as the Prajna Paramita is often referred to?

Ten-Verse Kannon Sutra

Kanzeon!

Praise to Buddha!

All are one with Buddha,

all awake to Buddha.

Buddha, Dharma, Sangha:

freedom, joy, and purity.

Through the day Kanzeon,

through the night Kanzeon.

This thought comes from Buddha-mind.
This thought is one with Buddha-mind.

The protagonist of The Prajna Paramita Hridaya
Sutra is the Bodhisattva of Compassion. The
term bodhisattva has several meanings. It can
mean a very highly developed person who forgoes
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entering nirvana in order to help other beings in
need. It can also simply refer to someone who is
on the way, someone who has in all earnestness
taken The Four Vows (page 142). This particular
bodhisattva is known in Sanskrit by the name
Avalokitesvara, in Japanese by the name Kanzeon
(or Kannon). Avalokitesvara was originally a man,
a disciple of Buddha, who came to awakening
through seeing into the nature of sound. Later, as
the devotional aspect of Buddhism became
developed, Avalokitesvara was transformed in the
popular imagination and iconography into a
woman. In this devotional aspect, Kanzeon func-
tions as the Bodhisattva of Compassion. She
possesses many attributes strikingly similar to
those of the Virgin Mary.

The name of the Bodhisattva of Compassion,
Kanzeon, is invoked in the above chant. Just as
each sentient being is intrinsically Buddha, each
is also intrinsically Kanzeon. As Buddha is the
manifestation of our awakened nature, so Kan-
zeon is the manifestation of the compassionate
nature inherent in all of us. The chant is an in-
vocation of this compassion.

Kanzeon is said to have a thousand eyes and a
thousand arms; the eyes allow her to see the suf-
fering of the world, the arms allow her to heal.
Sometimes she is even depicted as having a
number of heads: at the Montreal Centre there is
an eleven-headed Kanzeon. This iconography
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caused early Christian missionaries in the Orient
a great deal of difficulty; they determined that
Buddhists worshiped monsters. However, now
that the sensibilities of the West have been
awakened to new views of reality through cubist,
impressionist, and surrealist art, we find such por-
trayals much less startling.

To invoke the compassionate nature is to
awaken to the sufferings of others and to arouse
the will to work for the salvation of all. Through
this endeavor we can gain a new perspective on
our own sufferings, which can be seen as part of
the unfolding saga of Buddha nature or the élan
vital.

Hakuin Zenji’s Chant in Praise of Zazen

From the beginning all beings are Buddha.

Like water and ice,

without water no ice,

outside us no Buddhas.

How near the truth

yet how far we seek,

like one in water crying “I thirst!”

Like a child of rich birth

wandering poor on this earth,

we endlessly circle the six worlds.

The cause of our sorrow is ego delusion.

From dark path to dark path we’ve wandered
in darkness—
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How can we be free from the wheel of samsara?

The gateway to freedom is zazen samadhi—

beyond exaltation, beyond all our praises,

the pure Mahayana.

Observing the precepts, repentance and giving,

the countless good deeds, and the way of right
living

all come from zazen.

Thus one true samadhi extinguishes evils;

it purifies karma, dissolving obstructions.

Then where are the dark paths to lead us astray?

The pure lotus land is not far away.

Hearing this truth, heart humble and grateful,

to praise and embrace it, to practice its wisdom,

brings unending blessings, brings mountains
of merit.

But if we turn inward and prove our True-nature—

that True-self is no-self

our own Self is no-self—

we go beyond ego and past clever words.

Then the gate to the oneness of cause-and-effect
is thrown open.

Not two and not three, straight ahead
runs the Way

Our form now being no-form,

in coming and going we never leave home.

Our thought now being no-thought,

our dancing and songs are the voice of the
Dharma.

How vast is the heaven of boundless samadhi!
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How bright and transparent the moonlight of
wisdom!

What is there outside us,

what is there we lack?

Nirvana is openly shown to our eyes.

This earth where we stand is the pure lotus land,

and this very body the body of Buddha.

Hakuin was a seventeenth-century Japanese Zen
master. He was a deeply awakened man and his
teaching helped to inspire a revival of interest in
Zen practice in Japan. His chant has three phases
or stages. The first is the stage of awakening to
our plight, to the realization that, although in-
herently Buddha, nevertheless:

From dark path to dark path
we’ve wandered in darkness—
How can we be free from
the wheel of samsara?

The “wheel of samsara” is a Buddhist metaphor
for the suffering in life that is the result of our ig-
norance. The next stage of the chant extols the
virtue of sitting, which leads to samadhi, Sanskrit
for the knowing unity that pervades all. This is
the way of prayer, of meditation, and of concen-
tration that leads to unification—to those rare
moments “beyond exaltation, beyond all our
praises.” The following is a description of one
such moment:
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The Four Vows

All beings without number,
I vow to liberate.
Endless blind passions,
I vow to uproot.
Dharma gates without number,
I vow to penetrate.
The great way of Buddha,
I vow to attain.

These vows are not taken in the presence of
God or of Buddha or of any other person. They
are, instead, an affirmation of a deep longing to
come to awakening. All that we human beings do
can be seen to be a manifestation of this longing,
even though the resultant acts and thoughts are
almost always distorted and abortive. The four
statements are called vows because they commit
us wholly to realize what we long for.

It is important to notice the order of these
vows. The first is a vow to come to awakening not
for ourselves alone but for all living beings. This is
not an altruistic vow, but an intensely practical
one that, if taken seriously, helps take the prac-
tice out of the realm of mere psychological exer-
cise, undertaken for egoistic reasons, into a
transcendent realm in which ego and other are
seen as one mind. Indeed, to practice for oneself
alone can only end in increased loneliness and
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alienation. As one’s practice matures, the boun-
dary between self and other becomes more
permeable; instead of self being one substance
and the other another substance, with the two
divided by an ubridgeable gap, both are seen to be
of one substance. To love others is thus natural;
we do not have to learn to love, but instead learn
to stop separating ourselves from others.

The second vow is to uproot the passions of
greed, anger, and ignorance. In Buddhism it is
said that the only sin is ignorance. This may come
as a surprise to many people who look upon ig-
norance as a passive state that cannot be helped.
Ignorance, they believe, comes from lack of infor-
mation, a lack that can be overcome by educa-
tion. In Buddhism, ignorance is seen to be active;
we actively ignore the totality in favor of a part.
To uproot the passion of ignorance is to see
everything as a whole, complete in itself.
Yasutani Roshi used to say, “Every one is a com-
plete meal; even a cracked cup is perfect as a
cracked cup.” Anger and greed flourish in the
darkness of ignorance. We are greedy for that
which will nourish and preserve the part that we
have selected as all important; we are angry when
that part is slighted or threatened. In the sun of
awakening the shadows of greed are transformed
into the radiance of compassion, while the
thickets of anger blossom as the flowers of com-
mitment.
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The third vow is the vow to penetrate the fur-
thest gate of dharma, the truth as propounded by
Buddha. The great Japanese master Dogen said,
“There is no beginning to practice or end of
awakening; there is no beginning to awakening or
end to practice.” We can always go deeper. To
rest on the way is human; to stop on the way is im-
possible. We go either forward or backward. Each
encounter we have with some person or some
situation, each moment of anger or greed, con-
flict, or suspicion, success or failure, represents a
dharma gate that we either penetrate or close
against ourselves.

The last vow—to attain the great way of Bud-
dha—is to realize the great way of awakening to
the wholeness and completeness of all. How
wonderful that we can even contemplate such a
vow, the vow to realize fully what we all are: the
spiritual sun that gives life and light to all without
exception.

The three prostrations. These vows are
chanted three times, mindfully and with full
awareness of their implications. Following the
three vows three prostrations are made. The vows
are an affirmation, an assertion, and it is fitting
that they are followed by a gesture of humility, a
gesture that humankind has practiced since time
immemorial.
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The language of the body 1s unique and per-
sonal. It is fascinating to learn its grammar and
syntax and to note how our various states of
mind, even the most subtle, even those we would
so want to hide, have their own related gestures.
How many different ways there are of licking the
lips, of coughing, of opening, closing, or half-
closing the eyes. It has been said that there is a
complicated, subliminal dance that accompanies
our speech and that each culture has its own
dance. It is a moot point whether the dance calls
forth the words or the words call forth the dance.
Either way, we cannot overlook gesture. The bow
and the prostration, these come from the most
profound depths of our aliveness.

In the practice of Zen we do not bow to
another, but in the face of the “other.” It is said
that Zen is the way of “self power,” and that
other religions, for example, Christianity, are the
way of “other power.” If this means anything, it
means that Zen is the way to the other through
the self and that other religions are the way to the
self through the other. Both lead to unity or
holiness, which is beyond self and other. On the
Buddhist altar is a figure of Buddha; this is the
other. Bowing acknowledges the other, but not as
something separate. As long as we see Buddha as
something or someone other, we find that what
was a window has become a wall. A monk named
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Etcho asked a Zen master, “What is Buddha?”
The master replied, “You are Etcho.”

Methods of chanting. Chanting in Zen is very
vital. It is accompanied by the steady beating of a
mokugyo, a round drum made of wood, and the
striking of a keisu, a large bowl-shaped gong. On
the whole, the chanting is around a monotone
and has hara as its origin. During a sesshin it is
both an inspiration and a welcome relief. It also
enables the practice to penetrate through to
those more literal parts of our personality, those
parts that are like a crust that has hardened
through our abuse of the gift of language—the
gift of the gods and the curse of Adam.
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It is a mistake to believe that the Soto
masters say we do not need to come to
awakening. Dogen, the founder of the
Japanese Soto sect, clearly came to awaken-
ing after hearing his teacher scold a sleepy
monk. Tung-shan Liang-chieh, the founder
of the Chinese equivalent of the Soto school,
came to awakening upon seeing his reflec-
tion in a stream. If they came to awakening,
why should they deny this to others?

I understand that in some Zen centers the

discipline is very strict. If Zen is a way of liberation,

isn’t this a contradiction?
If one believes that submitting to discipline
has any merit in itself, then you are right.
However, if one recognizes that discipline is
a means to an end, where is the contradic-
tion? Our attention is normally so scattered
that our first problem is to collect ourselves.
This collecting ourselves we could call
discipline. If the means to do this comes
from within, then it is self-discipline; if from
without, then it is discipline. It is interesting
that, provided the discipline is related solely
to this gathering ourselves together and not
related to a power trip on the part of the
teacher or a dependency trip on the part of
the participant, the more exacting the
discipline, the easier it is to work on oneself.
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Part II / Practice

Can one practice Zen while being a practicing

Christian?
It depends upon whose Zen and whose Chris-
tianity. For example, consider the following
quotes: “God dwells or is present substan-
tially in every soul, even the soul of the
greatest sinner. This kind of union is never
lacking since it is in and by this union that He
sustains their being.” But there is another
kind of union “which can only come about
when the soul attains to a likeness with God
by virtue of love.” With very little effort one
can take the first statement as reflecting the
Soto view: that we are already awakened and
that there is no need to come to union with
God because union with God is our very
nature. The second type of union cor-
responds to the Rinzai belief: one must come
to awakening; union with God must be
achieved.

These Christian quotations are from St.
John of the Cross. I have often recom-
mended him to people as a source of great in-
spiration. Meister Eckhart, another great
Christian, says, “God makes us to know, and
his knowing is his being, and his making me
know is that same as my knowing, so his
knowing is mine.” Eckhart is here speaking
about the clear knowing that we referred to
earlier, which is as much the “other” knowing
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me as me knowing the “other.” Both St. John and
Meister Eckhart insist that the only way to union
with God is through letting go of all images,
thoughts, and forms of God, and, furthermore,
that such union is not a new situation but the
discovery of that which has been from the very
beginning.

For such Christians, awakening is proof of
God’s infinite mercy; for the Zen Buddhist,
union with God is seeing into our true nature.
However, there are Christians for whom the im-
portant fact is the uniqueness of Christ as the
only true manifestation of God-as-man. And there
are Zen Buddhists for whom what matters is that
practice should be carried on according to a strict
model and that rituals should all be unequivocally
Buddhist. For these Christians and Zen Bud-
dhists there can be no rapprochement. But in
either case it is unwise to try to bring about a
merging of Christianity and Buddhism; what is
needed is to explore the ground that is neither
Christian nor Buddhist.

We shall not cease from exploration,
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
—T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets
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“In Zen it is said that one must not confuse the
moon with the finger that points to the moon;
no amount of theory will ever take the place of a
few minutes of practice.”

Many good books about the rich literature and
philosophy of Zen can be found on bookstore
shelves. But there are no books that explain sim-
ply, to the interested beginner, how to do Zen—
how to sit down and begin to work toward fulfill-
ment of the promises of Zen.

An Invitation to Practice Zen answers this
need. Its author makes no glib claims or airy
promises. He admits that the way of Zen is
not an easy one to follow. But for those willing to
undertake the work, he offers concise, easy-to-under-
stand, step-by-step instructions on how to incor-
porate Zen into your daily life—how to establish
a regular program of practice that will make
available the wisdom and insight to be gained
from the discipline of Zen.

Albert Low was born in England and holds a
degree in philosophy and psychology. He studied
Zen under Roshi Philip Kapleau and completed
formal training in 1986, at that time receiving full
transmission as a Zen teacher. Currently Direc-
tor of the Montreal Zen Centre, Mr. Low is also
author of Zen and Creative Management and The
Iron Cow of Zen.
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