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EDITOR’S PREFACE

Come said the muse,
Sing me a song no poet has yet chanted,
Sing me the universal.

In this broad earth of ours,

Amid the measureless grossness and the slag,
Enclosed and safe within its central heart,
Nestles the seed of perfection.

By every life a share or more or less,
None born but it is born, conceal’d or unconceal’d the seed is.

Walt Whitman

IN THE COLD, DAMP SHELTERS of our primitive ancestors, lit only by
the flickering of a campfire, at day’s end there was a time for
recollection and stillness that would help to fuel the next day’s
events. Since the beginning of human history, the still point has
served as the birthplace of all our activity. Virtually every
creature on this great earth practices the backward step of
quieting down and entering this still point. Birds, beasts, bugs,
and fish all seem to find time in their daily existence to relax and
recreate—to bring forth the flower from what Whitman called
“the seed of perfection.”

For us humans, relaxation is much more elusive, and even
though its benefits are widely known, they are rarely
appreciated. In the field of science, studies have shown that when
the body is relaxed and free of tension, and the mind is not



grasping at thoughts, remarkable physiological and psychological
transformations take place. During deep relaxation, a person’s
respiration, heart rate, blood pressure, and rate of metabolism all
slow down to a stable resting place. Since 1924, researchers have
been able to measure the electrical activity in the brain and have
discovered that alpha waves are created when the brain activity is
stabilized, as when a person is in a meditative state. Beta waves,
on the other hand, are present when a person is engaged in
physical or mental activity. Though all this is now common
knowledge, particularly interesting and relevant to us are the
residual effects of these waves. While monitoring meditators,
scientists found that alpha waves produced in meditation often
continue on when activity is engaged. The energy to perform the
activity is there, but not the tension.

Meditation in a variety of forms has been present worldwide
since ancient times. A central spiritual practice for many of the
great mystics, meditation has been used for both physical and
spiritual restoration and as a potent preparation for strenuous
undertakings. The warrior takes a moment to center himself as he
gets ready for battle, as does the athlete for competition, or the
musician for a performance. Meditation, in one form or another,
has been intrinsic to most of the great religions of the world.
Some traditions may have developed it more than others, but its
presence is widespread and undeniable.

In the Buddhist tradition, meditation has been a core element
of practice since the time of Shakyamuni Buddha, two thousand
five hundred years ago. Different schools of Buddhism may
emphasize other forms of practice, but meditation remains
instrumental in all of them for attaining enlightenment. In the
Zen school, meditation is the sine qua non of Zen practice and
realization. The Five Houses of the Zen School during the T’ang
Dynasty’s Golden Age of Zen all recognized zazen (meditation) as
the heart of their practice. In fact, by definition, Zen Buddhism is
“meditation Buddhism”—the word zen is a derivative of the
Chinese word ch’an, which in turn is derived from the Sanskrit
term dhyana, or meditation.



Shikantaza, or “just sitting,” is meditation without a goal. Tt is
boundless—a process that is continually unfolding. Even students
engaged in koan introspection, upon completion of their koan
study, return to shikantaza during zazen. If you have ever
wondered what kind of practice old Zen masters are doing, sitting
so long and serenely year after year, the answer is: they are just
sitting. The spiritual maturation resulting from this kind of
practice is as subtle as it is profound. It shapes our spiritual
character the way a river shapes the rocks it encounters on its
journey to the sea. The resulting form has as much to do with the
rock as with the action of the water, and the changes that take
place are gradual and almost invisible. There is no definite way to
chart this kind of activity. And so it is with sitting and the
teachings that deal with it. We are left only with pointers,
reminders that keep us moving in the right direction.

Given the importance placed on seated meditation in the Zen
tradition, there is a surprisingly scant amount of written work
addressing its practice. The volume of ancient and modern Zen
literature is staggering, yet works that address meditation are
few and far between. Is this because zazen is so simple and direct
that all that can be said about it has already been said? Or is it
that there is a profundity within the realm of zazen that is
essentially ineffable? T am inclined to believe the latter. As
Yasutani Roshi points out in his piece in this volume:
“Shikantaza should be taught personally and individually by the
right teacher.” Zen practitioners, as they progress beyond the
beginning stages of zazen, encounter a unique landscape that
reflects their own personality and individual life experiences.
There is no map for this terrain, so an experienced guide is
required. Shikantaza, the zazen of “just sitting,” is a continuous
process of discovery that is aided by face-to-face encounters with
an experienced teacher. Yet even teachers are limited in what they
can do. Ultimately, the practitioners themselves must write their
own rule book. They must go deep within themselves to find the
foundations of zazen.



The Art of Just Sitting is an attempt to bring together some of
the writings on shikantaza scattered over one thousand five
hundred years of Zen history, from the time of its founder
Bodhidharma in the fifth century down to the present time. A
number of the pieces in this volume have been made previously
available in English in a variety of publications, and, along with
original material drawn from current teachings, they form a
compilation of the best and most relevant of these widespread
sources.

This book is inspiration for a sacred journey that, by its very
nature, is wide open and limitless. But words can only take you
so far. The journey is up to you. Like any practice that is worth
doing, shikantaza demands commitment and personal discipline.
Eventually, you may require the assistance of an experienced
teacher. You will know when that time comes. Trust yourself and
the process of zazen to guide you to the right teacher. If your
sitting is strong and grounded, a teacher will appear and you will
recognize him or her.

Like Whitman’s muse, the ancient Zen masters beckon us to
explore our own being, to discover the undiscovered, and in so
doing, sing the song of the universal. We live at a time of great
challenge and uncertainty, amid the measureless grossness and
the slag. Yet, within each one of us lives a seed of perfection, the
buddha nature. Every single one of us has it, by every life a share
or more or less. And although some may realize the buddha
nature and some may not, it is nevertheless present, waiting, as
Whitman’s poem suggests. It is my hope that the wisdom
contained in these pages will awaken the spiritual journey for
you, the reader, as it has for so many practitioners who have
preceded us. Enclosed and safe within its central heart is your
heart, your journey, your song. Please take it up, and realize the
still point as it bursts into flower as this life itself.

John Daido Loori
Tremper Mountain, New York
March 2002
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INTRODUCTION: HONGZHI, DOGEN, AND THE
BACKGROUND OF SHIKANTAZA

Taigen Dan Leighton

ONE WAY TO CATEGORIZE the meditation practice of shikantaza, or
“just sitting,” is as an objectless meditation. This is a definition
in terms of what it is not. One just sits, not concentrating on any
particular object of awareness, unlike most traditional meditation
practices, Buddhist and non-Buddhist, that involve intent focus
on a particular object. Such objects traditionally have included
colored disks, candle flames, various aspects of breath,
incantations, ambient sound, physical sensations or postures,
spiritual figures, mandalas (including geometric arrangements of
such figures or of symbols representing them), teaching stories,
or key phrases from such stories. Some of these concentration
practices are in the background of the shikantaza practice
tradition, or have been included with shikantaza in its actual
lived experience by practitioners.

But objectless meditation focuses on clear, nonjudgmental,
panoramic attention to all of the myriad arising phenomena in
the present experience. Such objectless meditation is a potential
universally available to conscious beings, and has been expressed
at various times in history. This just sitting is not a meditation
technique or practice, or any thing at all. “Just sitting” is a verb
rather than a noun, the dynamic activity of being fully present.

The specific practice experience of shikantaza was first
articulated in the Soto Zen lineage (Caodong in Chinese) by the
Chinese master Hongzhi Zhengjue (1091-1157; Wanshi Shogaku
in Japanese), and further elaborated by the Japanese Soto founder



Eihei Dogen (1200-1253). But prior to their expressions of this
experience, there are hints of this practice in some of the earlier
teachers of the tradition. The founding teachers of this lineage
run from Shitou Xiqian (700-790; Sekito Kisen in Japanese), two
generations after the Chinese Sixth Ancestor, through three
generations to Dongshan Liangjie (807-869; Tozan Ryokai in
Japanese), the usually recognized founder of the Caodong, or
Soto, lineage in China. I will briefly mention a couple of these
early practice intimations in their Soto lineage context before
discussing the expressions of Hongzhi and Dogen.

Shitou/Sekito is most noted for his teaching poem “Sandokai,”
meaning “Harmony of Difference and Sameness,” still frequently
chanted in Soto Zen. “Sandokai” presents the fundamental
dialectic between the polarity of the universal ultimate and the
phenomenal particulars. This dialectic, derived by Shitou from
Chinese Huayan thought based on the “Flower Ornament”
Avatamsaka Sutra, combined with some use of Daoist imagery,
became the philosophical background of Soto, as expressed by
Dongshan in the Five Ranks teachings, and later elucidated by
various Soto thinkers. But Shitou wrote another teaching poem,
“Soanka”—"Song of the Grass Hut”—which presents more of a
practice model for how to develop the space that fosters just
sitting. Therein Shitou says, “Just sitting with head covered, all
things are at rest. Thus this mountain monk does not understand
at all.”1 So just sitting does not involve reaching some
understanding. It is the subtle activity of allowing all things to be
completely at rest just as they are, not poking one’s head into the
workings of the world.

Shitou also says in “Soanka”: “Turn around the light to shine
within, then just return.... Let go of hundreds of years and relax
completely. Open your hands and walk, innocent.” According to
Shitou, the fundamental orientation of turning within, also later
described by Hongzhi and Dogen, is simply in order to return to
the world and to our original quality. Letting go of conditioning
while steeped in completely relaxed awareness, one is able to act
effectively, innocent of grasping and attachments. The context of



this just sitting suggested by Shitou is the possibility of aware
and responsive presence that is simple, open-hearted, and
straightforward.

When discussing zazen, Dogen regularly quotes a saying by
Shitou’s successor, Yaoshan Weiyan (745-828; Yakusan Igen in
Japanese): A monk asked Yaoshan what he thought of while
sitting so still and steadfastly. Yaoshan replied that he thought of
not-thinking, or that he thought of that which does not think.
When the monk asked how Yaoshan did that, he responded,
“Beyond-thinking,” (or, “Nonthinking”). This is a state of
awareness that can include both cognition and the absence of
thought, and is not caught up in either. Dogen calls this “the
essential art of zazen.”?2

These early accounts would indicate that there was already a
context of Caodong/Soto practitioners “just sitting” well before
Hongzhi and Dogen. The Soto lineage almost died out in China a
century before Hongzhi, but was revived by Touzi Yiqing (1032-
1083; Tosu Gisei in Japanese), who brought a background in
Huayan studies to enliven Soto philosophy. Touzi’s successor,
Furong Daokai (1043-1118; Fuyo Dokai in Japanese) was a model
of integrity who solidified and developed the forms for the Soto
monastic community. It remained for Hongzhi, two generations
after Furong Daokai, to fully express Soto praxis. Hongzhi, easily
the most prominent Soto teacher in the twelfth century, was a
literary giant, a highly prolific, elegant, and evocative writer who
comprehensively articulated this meditation practice for the first
time.

Hongzhi does not use the actual term, “just sitting,” which
Dogen quotes instead from his own Soto lineage teacher Tiantong
Rujing (1163-1228; Tendo Nyojo in Japanese). But Tiantong
Monastery, where Dogen studied with Rujing in 1227, was the
same temple where Hongzhi had been abbot for almost thirty
years up to his death in 1157. Dogen refers to Hongzhi as an
“Ancient Buddha,” and frequently quotes him, especially from
his poetic writings on meditative experience. Clearly the
meditative awareness that Hongzhi writes about was closely



related to Dogen’s meditation, although Dogen developed its
dynamic orientation in his own writings about just sitting.

Hongzhi’s meditation teaching is usually referred to as “silent,
or serene, illumination,” although Hongzhi actually uses this
term only a few times in his voluminous writings. In his long
poem, “Silent Illumination,” Hongzhi emphasizes the necessity
for balance between serenity and illumination, which echoes the
traditional Buddhist meditation practice of shamatha-vipashyana,
or stopping and insight. This was called zhiguan in the Chinese
Tiantai meditation system expounded by the great Chinese
Buddhist synthesizer Zhiyi (538-597). Hongzhi emphasizes the
necessity for active insight as well as calm in “Silent
[llumination” when he says, “If illumination neglects serenity
then aggressiveness appears.... If serenity neglects illumination,
murkiness leads to wasted dharma.”? Hongzhi’s meditation
values the balancing of both stopping, or settling the mind, and
its active illuminating functioning.

In his prose writings, Hongzhi frequently uses nature
metaphors to express the natural simplicity of the lived
experience of silent illumination or just sitting. (I am generally
using these terms interchangeably, except when discussing
differences in their usages by Hongzhi or Dogen.) An example of
Hongzhi’s nature writing is:

A person of the Way fundamentally does not dwell
anywhere. The white clouds are fascinated with the green
mountain’s foundation. The bright moon cherishes being
carried along with the flowing water. The clouds part and
the mountains appear. The moon sets and the water is cool.

Each bit of autumn contains vast interpenetration without
bounds.4

Hongzhi here highlights the ease of this awareness and its
function. Like the flow of water and clouds, the mind can move
smoothly to flow in harmony with its environment. “Accord and
respond without laboring and accomplish without hindrance.



Everywhere turn around freely, not following conditions, not
falling into classifications.”>

In many places, Hongzhi provides specific instructions about
how to manage one’s sense perceptions so as to allow the vital
presence of just sitting. “Respond unencumbered to each speck of
dust without becoming its partner. The subtlety of seeing and
hearing transcends mere colors and sounds.”® Again he suggests,
“Casually mount the sounds and straddle the colors while you
transcend listening and surpass watching.”” This does not
indicate a presence that is oblivious to the surrounding sense
world. But while the practitioner remains aware, sense
phenomena do not become objects of attachment, or objectified at
all.

Another aspect of Hongzhi’s practice is that it is objectless not
only in terms of letting go of concentration objects, but also in
the sense of avoiding any specific, limited goals or objectives. As
Hongzhi says at the end of “Silent Illumination,” “Transmit it to
all directions without desiring to gain credit.”8 This serene
illumination, or just sitting, is not a technique, or a means to
some resulting higher state of consciousness, or any particular
state of being. Just sitting, one simply meets the immediate
present. Desiring some flashy experience, or anything more or
other than “this” is mere worldly vanity and craving. Again
invoking empty nature, Hongzhi says, “Fully appreciate the
emptiness of all dharmas. Then all minds are free and all dusts
evaporate in the original brilliance shining everywhere.... Clear
and desireless, the wind in the pines and the moon in the water
are content in their elements.”?

This non-seeking quality of Hongzhi’s meditation eventually
helped make it controversial. The leading contemporary teacher
in the much more prominent Linji lineage (Japanese Rinzai) was
Dahui Zonggao (1089-1163; Daie Soko in Japanese). A popular
historical stereotype is that Dahui and Hongzhi were rivals,
debating over Hongzhi’s “silent illumination” meditation as
opposed to Dahui’s “koan introspection” meditation teaching.
Historians have now established that Hongzhi and Dahui were



actually good friends, or at least had high mutual esteem, and
sent students to each other. There was no such debate, at least
until future generations of their successors, although Dahui did
severely critique “silent illumination” practice as being quietistic
and damaging to Zen. However, Dahui clearly was not criticizing
Hongzhi himself, but rather, some of his followers, and possibly
Hongzhi’s dharma brother, Changlu Qingliao (1089-1151;
Choryo Seiryo in Japanese), from whom Dogen’s lineage
descends.10

Dahui’s criticism of silent illumination was partly valid, based
on the legitimate danger of practitioners misunderstanding this
approach as quietistic or passive. Dahui’s critique was echoed
centuries later by Japanese Rinzai critics of just sitting, such as
Hakuin in the seventeenth century. Just sitting can indeed
sometimes degenerate into dull attachment to inner bliss states,
with no responsiveness to the suffering of the surrounding world.
Hongzhi clarifies that this is not the intention of his practice, for
example when he says, “In wonder return to the journey, avail
yourself of the path and walk ahead.... With the hundred grass
tips in the busy marketplace graciously share yourself.”11 The
meditation advocated by both Hongzhi and Dogen is firmly
rooted in the bodhisattva path and its liberative purpose of
assisting and awakening beings. Mere idle indulgence in
peacefulness and bliss is not the point.

The other aspect of Dahui’s criticism related to his own
advocacy of meditation focusing on koans as meditation objects,
explicitly aimed at generating flashy opening experiences. Such
experiences may occur in just sitting practice as well, but
generally have been less valued in the Soto tradition. The
purpose of Buddhist practice is universal awakening, not dramatic
experiences of opening any more than passive states of serenity.
But contrary to another erroneous stereotype, use of koans has
been widespread in Soto teaching as well as Rinzai.

Hongzhi himself created two collections of koans with his
comments, one of which was the basis for the important
anthology, the Book of Serenity. Dogen also created koan



collections, and (ironically, considering his reputation as
champion of just sitting meditation) far more of his voluminous
writing, including the essays of his masterwork Shobogenzo
(True Dharma Eye Treasury), is devoted to commentary on koans
than to discussion of meditation. Dogen was actually
instrumental in introducing the koan literature to Japan, and his
writings demonstrate a truly amazing mastery of the depth and
breadth of the range of that literature in China. Steven Heine’s
modern work, Dogen and the Koan Tradition, clearly
demonstrates how Dogen actually developed koan practice in new
expansive modes that differed from Dahui’s concentrated
approach.12 Although Hongzhi and Dogen, and most of the
traditional Soto tradition, did not develop a formal koan
meditation curriculum as did Dahui, Hakuin, and much of the
Rinzai tradition, the koan stories have remained a prominent
context for Soto teaching. Conversely, just sitting has often been
part of Rinzai practice, such that some Soto monks in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries went to Rinzai masters
for training in just sitting.

Although a great deal of Dogen’s writing focuses on
commentary on koans and sutras, and on monastic practice
expressions, the practice of just sitting is clearly in the
background throughout his teaching career. Dogen builds on the
descriptions of Hongzhi to emphasize the dynamic function of
just sitting.

In one of his first essays, “Bendowa,” or “Talk on
Wholehearted Practice of the Way,” written in 1231, a few years
after his return from training in China, Dogen describes this
meditation as the samadhi of self-fulfillment (or enjoyment), and
elaborates the inner meaning of this practice. Simply just sitting
is expressed as concentration on the self in its most delightful
wholeness, in total inclusive interconnection with all of
phenomena. Dogen makes remarkably radical claims for this
simple experience. “When one displays the buddha mudra with
one’s whole body and mind, sitting upright in this samadhi for
even a short time, everything in the entire dharma world



becomes buddha mudra, and all space in the universe completely
becomes enlightenment.”13 Proclaiming that when one just sits
all of space itself becomes enlightenment is an inconceivable
statement, deeply challenging our usual sense of the nature of
reality, whether we take Dogen’s words literally or
metaphorically. Dogen places this activity of just sitting far
beyond our usual sense of personal self or agency. He goes on to
say that “even if only one person sits for a short time, because
this zazen is one with all existence and completely permeates all
times, it performs everlasting buddha guidance” throughout
space and time.l4 At least in Dogen’s faith in the spiritual or
“theological” implications of the activity of just sitting, this is
clearly a dynamically liberating practice, not mere blissful
serenity.

Through his writings, Dogen gives ample indication as to how
to engage this just sitting. In another noted early writing,
“Genjokoan,” or “Actualizing the Fundamental Point,” from
1233, Dogen gives a clear description of the existential stance of
just sitting: “To carry yourself forward and experience myriad
things is delusion. That myriad things come forth and experience
themselves is awakening.”1> That we are conditioned to project
our own conceptions onto the world as a dead object-screen is the
cause of suffering. When all of phenomena (including what we
usually think of as “ours”) join in mutual self-experience and
expression, the awakened awareness that Hongzhi described
through nature metaphors is present, doing Buddha’s work, as
Dogen says.

Some modern Dogen scholars have emphasized the shift in his
later teaching to the importance of strict monastic practice, and
supposedly away from the universal applicability of shikantaza
practice. In 1243 Dogen moved his community far from the
capital of Kyoto to the snowy north coast mountains, where he
established his monastery, Eiheiji. His teaching thereafter, until
his death in 1253, was mostly in the form of often brief talks to
his monks, presented in Eihei Koroku, “Dogen’s Extensive
Record.” These are certainly focused on training a core of



dedicated monks to preserve his practice tradition, a mission he
fulfilled with extraordinary success. But through his work, both
early and late, instructions and encouragements to just sit appear
regularly.

In 1251 Dogen was still proclaiming,

The family style of all buddhas and ancestors is to engage
the way in zazen. My late teacher Tiantong [Rujing] said,
“Cross-legged sitting is the dharma of ancient buddhas.... In
just sitting it is finally accomplished.”... We should engage
the way in zazen as if extinguishing flames from our heads.
Buddhas and ancestors, generation after generation, face to
face transmit the primacy of zazen.1¢ (Discourse 319)

In 1249 he exhorted his monks, “We should know that zazen is
the decorous activity of practice after realization. Realization is
simply just sitting zazen.... Brothers on this mountain, you
should straightforwardly, single-mindedly focus on zazen.” For
Dogen, all of enlightenment is fully expressed in the ongoing
practice of just sitting. That same year, he gave a straightforward
instruction for just sitting:

Great assembly, do you want to hear the reality of just
sitting, which is the Zen practice that is dropping off body
and mind?

After a pause [Dogen] said: Mind cannot objectify it;
thinking cannot describe it. Just step back and carry on, and
avoid offending anyone you face. At the ancient dock, the
wind and moon are cold and clear. At night the boat floats
peacefully in the land of lapis lazuli. (Discourse 337)

The concluding two sentences of this talk are quoted from a
poem by Hongzhi, further revealing the continuity of their
practice teachings. Dogen also frequently describes this just
sitting as “dropping away body and mind,” shinjin datsuraku in



Japanese, a phrase traditionally associated with Dogen’s
awakening experience in China.l”

For Dogen this “dropping off body and mind” is the true
nature both of just sitting and of complete enlightenment, and is
the ultimate letting go of self, directly meeting the cold, clear
wind and moon. After turning within while just sitting, it is
carried on in all activity and throughout ongoing engagement
with the world. Although just sitting now has been maintained
for 750 years since Dogen, the teachings of Hongzhi and Dogen
remain as primary guideposts to its practice.

Notes:

1. Shitou does not use the words for shikantaza, but the reference to the iconic
image of Bodhidharma just sitting, or “wall-gazing” in his cold cave with a quilt
over his head is unquestionable. For “Soanka,” see Taigen Dan Leighton, with Yi
Wu, trans., Cultivating the Empty Field: The Silent Illumination of Zen Master
Hongzhi, revised, expanded edition (Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2000), pp. 72-73.

2. In Dogen’s Fuganzazengi; see Kazuaki Tanahashi, ed., Enlightenment Unfolds:
The Essential Teachings of Zen Master Dogen (Boston: Shambhala Publications,
1999), p. 55; or the groundbreaking translation by Norman Waddell and Masao
Abe later in this book.

3. Leighton, Cultivating the Empty Field, pp. 67-68 (reprinted in this book). For
more on Hongzhi and his meditation teaching, see also Morton Schlutter, “Silent
[llumination, Kung-an Introspection, and the Competition for Lay Patronage in
Sung Dynasty Chan,” in Peter Gregory and Daniel Getz, eds., Buddhism in the
Sung (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1999), pp. 109-47.
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12. Steven Heine, Dogen and the Koan Tradition: A Tale of Two Shobogenzo Texts
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994).

13. Shohaku Okumura and Taigen Dan Leighton, trans., The Wholehearted Way: A
Translation of Eihei Dogen’s Bendowa with Commentary by Kosho Uchiyama
Roshi (Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 1997), p. 22.

14. Ibid., p. 23.

15. Kazuaki Tanahashi, ed., Moon in a Dewdrop: Writings of Zen Master Dogen
(New York: North Point Press, division of Farrar, Straus and Giroux), 1985, p. 69.

16. Eihei Koroku, Dharma Discourse 319, from Taigen Dan Leighton and Shohaku
Okumura, trans., Dogen’s Extensive Record: A Translation of Eihei Koroku
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in this introduction are from this translation, identified in the text after the
quote by Dharma Discourse number.

17. See Leighton, Cultivating the Empty Field, pp. 20-23 (reprinted in this book).



EDITOR’S NOTE

THE SELECTIONS included in this volume use both the Pinyin and
Wade-Giles romanization styles of Chinese names. For the sake
of fidelity to the original sources, we have kept the spelling used
in each piece, adding the Pinyin version in parenthesis when
applicable. Certain writers also include the Japanese version of
the master’s name.

Also, we have retained each piece’s capitalization and spelling
of words like “Buddhas” and “Buddha-nature,” as well as the use
of the pronoun “he” to refer to monks or Buddhist practitioners.

The appendix includes six pieces we have called “Foundational
Texts.” Though they are directly related to Zen meditation, they
do not explicitly refer to it as shikantaza or “just sitting.” These
terms were first referred to by Hongzhi Zhengjue, who called the
practice of just sitting “silent illumination.”



GUIDEPOST OF SILENT ILLUMINATION

Hongzhi Zhengjue
Translated by Taigen Dan Leighton with Yi Wu

Silent and serene, forgetting words, bright clarity appears before
you.

When you reflect it you become vast, where you embody it you
are spiritually uplifted.

Spiritually solitary and shining, inner illumination restores
wonder,

Dew in the moonlight, a river of stars, snow-covered pines,
clouds enveloping the peak.

In darkness it is most bright, while hidden it is all the more
manifest.

The crane dreams in the wintry mists. The autumn waters flow
far in the distance.

Endless kalpas are totally empty, all things completely the same.

When wonder exists in serenity, all achievement is forgotten in
illumination.

What is this wonder? Alertly seeing through confusion

Is the way of silent illumination and the origin of subtle
radiance.

Vision penetrating into subtle radiance is weaving gold on a jade
loom.



Upright and inclined yield to each other; light and dark are
interdependent.

Not depending on sense faculty and object, at the right time they
interact.

Drink the medicine of good views. Beat the poison-smeared
drum.

When they interact, killing and giving life are up to you.
Through the gate the self emerges and the branches bear fruit.

Only silence is the supreme speech, only illumination the
universal response.

Responding without falling into achievement, speaking without
involving listeners,

The ten thousand forms majestically glisten and expound the
dharma.

All objects certify it, every one in dialogue.

Dialoguing and certifying, they respond appropriately to each
other;

But if illumination neglects serenity then aggressiveness appears.

Certifying and dialoguing, they respond to each other
appropriately;

But if serenity neglects illumination, murkiness leads to wasted
dharma.

When silent illumination is fulfilled, the lotus blossoms, the
dreamer awakens,

A hundred streams flow into the ocean, a thousand ranges face
the highest peak.

Like geese preferring milk, like bees gathering nectar,

When silent illumination reaches the ultimate, I offer my
teaching.



The teaching of silent illumination penetrates from the highest
down to the foundation.

The body being shunyata, the arms in mudra;

From beginning to end the changing appearances and ten
thousand differences have one pattern.

Mr. Ho offered jade [to the Emperor; Minister] Xiangru pointed
to its flaws.

Facing changes has its principles, the great function is without
striving.

The ruler stays in the kingdom, the general goes beyond the
frontiers.

Our school’s affair hits the mark straight and true.

Transmit it to all directions without desiring to gain credit.



CULTIVATING THE EMPTY FIELD

Hongzhi Zhengjue
Translated by Taigen Dan Leighton with Yi Wu

Tue Practice oF TrUuE REALITY

THE PRACTICE OF TRUE REALITY is simply to sit serenely in silent
introspection. When you have fathomed this you cannot be
turned around by external causes and conditions. This empty,
wide-open mind is subtly and correctly illuminating. Spacious
and content, without confusion from inner thoughts of grasping,
effectively overcome habitual behavior and realize the self that is
not possessed by emotions. You must be broad-minded, whole
without relying on others. Such upright independent spirit can
begin not to pursue degrading situations. Here you can rest and
become clean, pure, and lucid. Bright and penetrating, you can
immediately return, accord, and respond to deal with events.
Everything is unhindered, clouds gracefully floating up to the
peaks, the moonlight glitteringly flowing down mountain
streams. The entire place is brightly illumined and spiritually
transformed, totally unobstructed and clearly manifesting
responsive interaction like box and lid or arrowpoints [meeting].
Continuing, cultivate and nourish yourself to embody maturity
and achieve stability. If you accord everywhere with thorough
clarity and cut off sharp corners without dependence on
doctrines, like the white bull or wildcat [helping to arouse
wonder], you can be called a complete person. So we hear that
this is how one on the way of non-mind acts, but before realizing
non-mind we still have great hardship.



PerrorMminGg THE Buppra Work

[The empty field] cannot be cultivated or proven. From the
beginning it is altogether complete, undefiled and clear down to
the bottom. Where everything is correct and totally sufficient,
attain the pure eye that illuminates thoroughly, fulfilling
liberation. Enlightenment involves enacting this; stability
develops from practicing it. Birth and death originally have no
root or stem; appearing and disappearing originally have no
defining signs or traces. The primal light, empty and effective,
illumines the headtop. The primal wisdom, silent but also
glorious, responds to conditions. When you reach the truth
without middle or edge, cutting off before and after, then you
realize one wholeness. Everywhere sense faculties and objects
both just happen. The one who sticks out his broad long tongue
transmits the inexhaustible lamp, radiates the great light, and
performs the great buddha work, from the first not borrowing
from others one atom from outside the dharma. Clearly this
affair occurs within your own house.

Wit Torar Trust Roam anD Pray IN SaAMADHI

Empty and desireless, cold and thin, simple and genuine, this is
how to strike down and fold up the remaining habits of many
lives. When the stains from old habits are exhausted, the original
light appears, blazing through your skull, not admitting any
other matters. Vast and spacious, like sky and water merging
during autumn, like snow and moon having the same color, this
field is without boundary, beyond direction, magnificently one
entity without edge or seam. Further, when you turn within and
drop off everything completely, realization occurs. Right at the
time of entirely dropping off, deliberation and discussion are one
thousand or ten thousand miles away. Still no principle is
discernible, so what could there be to point to or explain? People
with the bottom of the bucket fallen out immediately find total
trust. So we are told simply to realize mutual response and



explore mutual response, then turn around and enter the world.
Roam and play in samadhi. Every detail clearly appears before
you. Sound and form, echo and shadow, happen instantly without
leaving traces. The outside and myself do not dominate each
other, only because no perceiving [of objects] comes between us.
Only this nonperceiving encloses the empty space of the dharma
realm’s majestic ten thousand forms. People with the original face
should enact and fully investigate [the field] without neglecting a
single fragment.

Tuae Backwarp Step anD THE UrricHT CAULDRON

With the depths clear, utterly silent, thoroughly illuminate the
source, empty and spirited, vast and bright. Even though you
have lucidly scrutinized your image and no shadow or echo meets
it, searching throughout you see that you still have distinguished
between the merits of a hundred undertakings. Then you must
take the backward step and directly reach the middle of the circle
from where light issues forth. Outstanding and independent, still
you must abandon pretexts for merit. Carefully discern that
naming engenders beings and that these rise and fall with
intricacy. When you can share your self, then you may manage
affairs, and you have the pure seal that stamps the ten thousand
forms. Traveling the world, meeting conditions, the self joyfully
enters samadhi in all delusions and accepts its function, which is
to empty out the self so as not to be full of itself. The empty
valley receives the clouds. The cold stream cleanses the moon.
Not departing and not remaining, far beyond all the changes, you
can give teachings without attainment or expectation. Everything
everywhere comes back to the olden ground. Not a hair has been
shifted, bent, or raised up. Despite a hundred uglinesses or a
thousand stupidities, the upright cauldron is naturally beneficent.
Zhaozhou’s answers “wash out your bowl” and “drink your tea”
do not require making arrangements; from the beginning they
have always been perfectly apparent. Thoroughly observing each



thing with the whole eye is a patch-robed monk’s spontaneous
conduct.

Tue Conpuct or THE Moon anp CrLoups

The consistent conduct of people of the way is like the flowing
clouds with no [grasping] mind, like the full moon reflecting
universally, not confined anywhere, glistening within each of the
ten thousand forms. Dignified and upright, emerge and make
contact with the variety of phenomena, unstained and
unconfused. Function the same toward all others since all have
the same substance as you. Language cannot transmit [this
conduct], speculation cannot reach it. Leaping beyond the infinite
and cutting off the dependent, be obliging without looking for
merit. This marvel cannot be measured with consciousness or
emotion. On the journey accept your function, in your house
please sustain it. Comprehending birth and death, leaving causes
and conditions, genuinely realize that from the outset your spirit
is not halted. So we have been told that the mind that embraces
all the ten directions does not stop anywhere.

Tuae Amazing Livine Brings

Our house is a single field, clean, vast, and lustrous, clearly self-
illuminated. When the spirit is vacant without conditions, when
awareness is serene without cogitation, then buddhas and
ancestors appear and disappear transforming the world. Amid
living beings is the original place of nirvana. How amazing it is
that all people have this but cannot polish it into bright clarity. In
darkness unawakened, they make foolishness cover their wisdom
and overflow. One remembrance of illumination can break
through and leap out of the dust of kalpas. Radiant and clear
white, [the single field] cannot be diverted or altered in the three
times; the four elements cannot modify it. Solitary glory is
deeply preserved, enduring throughout ancient and present times,
as the merging of sameness and difference becomes the entire



creation’s mother. This realm manifests the energy of the many
thousands of beings, all appearances merely this [field’s]
shadows. Truly enact this reality.



ZAZENGI: RULES FOR ZAZEN

Eihei Dogen
Translated by Dan Welch and Kazuaki Tanahashi

PRACTICING ZEN IS ZAZEN. For zazen a quiet place is suitable. Lay
out a thick mat. Do not let in drafts or smoke, rain or dew.
Protect and maintain the place where you settle your body. There
are examples from the past of sitting on a diamond seat and
sitting on a flat stone covered with a thick layer of grass.

Day or night the place of sitting should not be dark; it should
be kept warm in winter and cool in summer.

Set aside all involvements and let the myriad things rest.
Zazen is not thinking of good, not thinking of bad. It is not
conscious endeavor. It is not introspection.

Do not desire to become a buddha; let sitting or lying down
drop away. Be moderate in eating and drinking. Be mindful of the
passing of time, and engage yourself in zazen as though saving
your head from fire. On Mount Huangmei the Fifth Ancestor
practiced zazen to the exclusion of all other activities.

When sitting zazen, wear the kashaya and use a round cushion.
The cushion should not be placed all the way under the legs, but
only under the buttocks. In this way the crossed legs rest on the
mat and the backbone is supported with the round cushion. This
is the method used by all buddha ancestors for zazen.

Sit either in the half-lotus position or in the full-lotus
position. For the full-lotus put the right foot on the left thigh
and the left foot on the right thigh. The toes should lie along the
thighs, not extending beyond. For the half-lotus position, simply
put the left foot on the right thigh.



Loosen your robes and arrange them in an orderly way. Place
the right hand on the left foot and the left hand on the right
hand, lightly touching the ends of the thumbs together. With the
hands in this position, place them next to the body so that the
joined thumb-tips are at the navel.

Straighten your body and sit erect. Do not lean to the left or
right; do not bend forward or backward. Your ears should be in
line with your shoulders, and your nose in line with your navel.

Rest your tongue against the roof of your mouth, and breathe
through your nose. Lips and teeth should be closed. Eyes should
be open, neither too wide, nor too narrow. Having adjusted body
and mind in this manner, take a breath and exhale fully.

Sit solidly in samadhi and think not-thinking. How do you
think not-thinking? Nonthinking. This is the heart of zazen.

Zazen is not learning to do concentration. It is the dharma gate
of great ease and joy. It is undefiled practice-enlightenment.

In the eleventh month, first year of Kangen [1243], this was
taught to the assembly at Yoshimine Monastery, Yoshida County,
Echizen Province.



FUKANZAZENGI: UNIVERSAL RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR ZAZEN

Eihei Dogen
Translated by Norman Waddell and Abe Masao

THE WAY 1S BASICALLY PERFECT and all-pervading. How could it be
contingent upon practice and realization? The Dharma-vehicle is
free and untrammeled. What need is there for man’s concentrated
effort? Indeed, the whole body is far beyond the world’s dust.
Who could believe in a means to brush it clean? It is never apart
from one right where one is—what is the use of going off here
and there to practice?

And yet, if there is the slightest discrepancy, the way is as
distant as heaven from earth. If the least like or dislike arises, the
Mind 1is lost in confusion. Suppose one gains pride of
understanding and inflates one’s own enlightenment, glimpsing
the wisdom that runs through all things, attaining the Way and
clarifying the Mind, raising an aspiration to escalade the very
sky. One is making the initial, partial excursions about the
frontiers but is still somewhat deficient in the vital Way of total
emancipation.

Need I mention the Buddha, who was possessed of inborn
knowledge? The influence of his six years of upright sitting is
noticeable still. Or Bodhidharma’s transmission of the mind-seal?
The fame of his nine years of wall-sitting is celebrated to this
day. Since this was the case with the saints of old, how can men
of today dispense with negotiation of the Way?

You should therefore cease from practice based on intellectual
understanding, pursuing words and following after speech, and



learn the backward step that turns your light inwardly to
illuminate your self. Body and mind of themselves will drop
away, and your original face will be manifest. If you want to
attain suchness, you should practice suchness without delay.

For sanzen a quiet room is suitable. Eat and drink moderately.
Cast aside all involvements and cease all affairs. Do not think
good or bad. Do not administer pros and cons. Cease all the
movements of the conscious mind, gauging of all thoughts and
views. Have no thoughts of becoming a buddha. Sanzen has
nothing whatever to do with sitting or lying down.

At the site of your regular sitting, spread out thick matting
and place a cushion above it. Sit either in the full-lotus or half-
lotus position. In the full-lotus position you first place your right
foot on your left thigh and your left foot on your right thigh. In
the half-lotus you simply press your left foot against your right
thigh. You should have your robes and belt loosely bound and
arranged in order. Then place your right hand on your left leg
and your left palm (facing upwards) on your right palm, thumb
tips touching. Thus sit upright in correct bodily posture, neither
inclining to the left nor to the right, neither leaning forward nor
backward. Be sure your ears are on a plane with your shoulders
and your nose in line with your navel. Place your tongue against
the front roof of your mouth, with teeth and lips both shut. Your
eyes should always remain open, and you should breathe gently
through your nose.

Once you have adjusted your posture, take a deep breath,
inhale and exhale, rock your body right and left and settle into a
steady, immobile sitting position. Think of not thinking. How do
you think of not thinking? Non-thinking in itself is the essential
art of zazen.

The zazen I speak of is not learning meditation. It is simply
the Dharma-gate of repose and bliss, the practice-realization of
totally culminated enlightenment. It is the manifestation of
ultimate reality. Traps and snares can never reach it. Once its
heart is grasped, you are like the tiger when he enters the
mountain. For you must know that just there (in zazen) the right



Dharma is manifesting itself and that from the first, dullness and
distraction are struck aside.

When you arise from sitting, move slowly and quietly, calmly
and deliberately. Do not rise suddenly or abruptly. In surveying
the past, we find that transcendence of both unenlightenment and
enlightenment, and dying while either sitting or standing, have
all depended entirely on the strength [of zazen].

In addition, the bringing out of enlightenment by the
opportunity provided by a finger, a banner, a needle, or a mallet,
and the effecting of realization with the aid of a hossu, a fist, a
staff, or a shout, cannot be fully understood by man’s
discriminative thinking. Indeed, it cannot be fully known by the
practicing or realizing of supernatural powers either. It must be
deportment beyond man’s hearing and seeing—is it not a
principle that is prior to his knowledge and perceptions?

This being the case, intelligence or lack of it does not matter;
between dull- and sharp-witted there is no distinction. If you
concentrate your effort singlemindedly, that in itself is
negotiating the Way. Practice-realization is naturally undefiled.
Going forward [in practice] is a matter of everydayness.

In general, this world and other worlds as well, both in India
and China, equally hold the Buddha-seal and over all prevails the
character of this school, which is simply devotion to sitting, total
engagement in immobile sitting. Although it is said that there
are as many minds as there are men, still they [all] negotiate the
Way solely in zazen. Why leave behind the seat that exists in
your home and go aimlessly off to the dusty realms of other
lands? If you make one misstep you go astray from [the Way]
directly before you.

You have gained the pivotal opportunity of human form. Do
not use your time in vain. You are maintaining the essential
working of the Buddha Way. Who would take wasteful delight in
the spark from the flint stone? Besides, form and substance are
like the dew on the grass, destiny like the dart of lightning—
emptied in an instant, vanished in a flash.



Please, honored followers of Zen, long accustomed to groping
for the elephant, do not be suspicious of the true dragon. Devote
your energies to a way that directly indicates the absolute.
Revere the man of complete attainment who is beyond all human
agency. Gain accord with the enlightenment of the buddhas;
succeed to the legitimate lineage of the patriarchs” samadhi.
Constantly perform in such a manner and you are assured of
being a person such as they. Your treasure-store will open of
itself, and you will use it at will.



ZAZENSHIN: LANCET OF SEATED MEDITATION

Eihei Dogen
Translated by Carl Bielefeldt

Once, when the Great Master Hung-tao (Hongdao) of
Yiieh-shan (Yaoshan) was sitting [in meditation], a monk
asked him, “What are you thinking, [sitting there] so fixedly?”
The master answered, “I'm thinking of not thinking.”

The monk asked, “How do you think of not thinking?”

The master answered, “Nonthinking.”

VERIFYING THAT SUCH ARE THE words of the Great Master, we
should study and participate in the correct transmission of fixed
sitting. This is the investigation of fixed sitting transmitted in
the way of the Buddha. Although he is not alone in thinking
fixedly, Yiieh-shan’s words are singular: he is thinking of not
thinking. [These words express] what is the very skin, flesh,
bones, and marrow of thinking and the very skin, flesh, bones,
and marrow of not thinking.

The monk asked, “How do you think of not thinking?” Indeed,
though [the notion of] not thinking may be old, here it is [the
question] how do you think of it? Could there be no thinking [in
sitting] fixedly? In [sitting] fixedly, how could we fail to
penetrate [this]? If we are not the sort of fool that despises what
is near, we ought to have the strength—and the thinking—to
question [sitting] fixedly.

The master answered, “Nonthinking.”



Although the employment of nonthinking is crystal clear, when
we think of not thinking, we always use nonthinking. There is
someone in nonthinking, and this someone maintains us.
Although it is we who are [sitting] fixedly, [our sitting] is not
merely thinking: it presents itself as [sitting] fixedly. Although
sitting fixedly is sitting fixedly, how could it think of [sitting]
fixedly? Therefore, [sitting] fixedly is not the measure of the
Buddha, not the measure of awakening, not the measure of
comprehension.

The single transmission of this [sitting fixedly] by Yiieh-shan

represents the thirty-sixth generation directly from the Buddha
Shakyamuni: if we trace back from Yiieh-shan thirty-six
generations, we come to the Buddha Shakyamuni. And in what
was thus correctly transmitted [from the Buddha] there was
already [Yiieh-shan’s] thinking of not thinking.
Recently, however, some stupid illiterates say, “Once the breast is
without concerns, the concentrated effort at seated meditation is
a state of peace and calm.” This view does not compare with that
of the Hinayana scholastics; it is inferior even to the vehicles of
men and gods. How could one [who holds such a view] be called a
man who studies the teaching of the Buddha? At present, there
are many such practitioners in the Great Sung. How sad that the
path of the Patriarchs has become overgrown.

Then there is another type [which holds] that to pursue the
way through seated meditation is a function essential for the
beginner’s mind and the late student, but it is not necessarily an
observance of the Buddhas and Patriarchs. Walking is Zen, sitting
is Zen; whether in speech or silence, motion or rest, the
substance is at ease. [Therefore, they say,] do not adhere solely to
the present concentrated effort [of seated meditation]. This view
is common among those calling themselves a branch of the Lin-
chi (Linji) lineage. It is because of a deficiency in the
transmission of the orthodox lineage of the teaching of the
Buddha that they say this. What is the “beginner’s mind?”
Where is there no beginner’s mind? Where do we leave the
beginner’s mind?



Be it known that, for studying the way, the established [means
of] investigation is pursuit of the way in seated meditation. The
essential point that marks this [investigation] is the
understanding that there is a practice of a Buddha that does not
seek to make a Buddha. Since the practice of a Buddha is not to
make a Buddha, it is the realization of the koan. The embodied
Buddha does not make a Buddha; when the baskets and cages are
broken, a seated Buddha does not interfere with making a
Buddha. At just such a time—from one thousand, from ten
thousand ages past, from the very beginning—we have the power
to enter into Buddha and enter into Mara. Walking forward or
back, its measure fills the ditches and moats.

When the Chan (Zen) master Ta-chi (Daji) of Chiang-hsi
(Jiangxi) was studying with the Chan master Ta-hui
(Dahui) of Nan-yiieh (Nanyue), after intimately receiving
the mind seal, he always sat in meditation. Once Nan-yiieh
went to Ta-chi and said, “Worthy one, what are you
figuring to do, sitting there in meditation?”

We should calmly give concentrated effort to the investigation
of this question. Does it mean that there must be some figuring
above and beyond seated meditation? Is there no path to be
figured outside of seated meditation? Should there be no figuring
at all? Or does it ask what kind of figuring occurs at the very
time we are practicing seated meditation? We should make a
concentrated effort to understand this in detail. Rather than love
the carved dragon, we should go on to love the real dragon. We
should learn that both the carved and the real dragons have the
ability [to produce] clouds and rain. Do not value what is far
away, and do not despise it; become completely familiar with it.
Do not despise what is near at hand, and do not value it; become
completely familiar with it. Do not take the eyes lightly, and do
not give them weight. Do not give weight to the ears, and do not
take them lightly. Make your eyes and ears clear and sharp.



Chiang-hsi said, “I'm figuring to make a Buddha.”

We should clarify and penetrate the meaning of these words.
What does it mean to speak of making a Buddha? Does it mean to
be made a Buddha by the Buddha? Does it mean to make a
Buddha of the Buddha? Does it mean that one or two faces of the
Buddha emerge? Is it that figuring to make a Buddha is sloughing
off [body and mind], and [that what is meant here is] figuring to
make a Buddha as the act of sloughing off? Or does figuring to
make a Buddha mean that, while there are ten thousand ways to
make a Buddha, they become entangled in this figuring?

It should be recognized that Ta-chi’s words mean that seated
meditation is always figuring to make a Buddha, is always the
figuring of making a Buddha. This figuring must be prior to
making a Buddha; it must be subsequent to making a Buddha; and
it must be at the very moment of making a Buddha. Now what I
ask is this: How many [ways of] making a Buddha does this one
figuring entangle? These entanglements themselves intertwine
with entanglements. At this point, entanglements, as individual
instances of the entirety of making a Buddha, are all direct
statements of that entirety and are all instances of figuring. We
should not seek to avoid this one figuring: when we avoid the one
figuring, we destroy our body and lose our life. When we destroy
our body and lose our life, this is the entanglement of the one
figuring.

At this point, Nan-yiieh took up a tile and began to rub it
on a stone. At length, Ta-chi asked, “Master, what are you
doing?”

Who could fail to see that he was polishing a tile? Who could
see that he was polishing a tile? Still, polishing a tile has been
questioned in this way: “What are you doing?” This “What are
you doing?” is itself always polishing a tile. This land and the
other world may differ, but the essential message of polishing a
tile never ceases. Not only should we avoid deciding that what we



see is what we see, we should be firmly convinced that there is an
essential message to be studied in all the ten thousand activities.
We should know that, just as we may see the Buddha without
knowing or understanding Him, so we may see rivers and yet not
know rivers, may see mountains and yet not know mountains.
The precipitate assumption that the phenomena before one’s eyes
offer no further passage is not Buddhist study.

Nan-yiieh said, “I'm polishing this to make a mirror.”

We should be clear about the meaning of these words. There is
definitely a principle in polishing [a tile] to make a mirror: there
is the koan of realization; this is no mere empty contrivance. A
tile may be a tile and a mirror a mirror, but when we exert
ourselves in investigating the principle of polishing, we shall find
there are many examples of it. The old mirror and the bright
mirror—these are mirrors made through polishing a tile. If we do
not realize that these mirrors come from polishing a tile, then the
Buddhas and Patriarchs have nothing to say; they do not open
their mouths, and we do not perceive them exhaling.

Ta-chi said, “How can you produce a mirror by polishing a
tile?”

Indeed, though [the one who is] polishing the tile be a man of
iron, who borrows no power from another, polishing a tile is not
producing a mirror. And even if it is producing a mirror, it must
be quick about it.

Nan-yiieh replied, “How can you make a Buddha by sitting
in meditation?”

This is clearly understood: there is a principle that seated
meditation does not await making a Buddha; there is nothing
obscure about the essential message that making a Buddha is not
connected with seated meditation.



Ta-chi asked, “Then, what is right?”

These words resemble a simple question about this [practical
matter of what to do], but they are also asking about that [final]
rightness. You should realize [that the relationship between what
and right here is like], for example, the occasion when one friend
meets another: the fact that he is my friend means that I am his
friend. [Similarly, here the meanings of] “what” and “right”
emerge simultaneously.

Nan-yiieh replied, “When a man is driving a cart, if the
cart doesn’t go, should he beat the cart or beat the ox?”

Now, when we say the cart doesn’t go, what do we mean by the
cart’s going or not going? For example, is the cart going
[analogous to] water flowing, or is it [analogous to] water not
flowing? [There is a sense in which] we can say that flowing is
water’s not going, and that water’s going is not its flowing.
Therefore, when we investigate the words “the cart doesn’t go,”
we should approach them both in terms of not going and in terms
of not not going; for it is a question of time. The words, “if [the
cart] doesn’t go,” do not mean simply that it does not go.

Should he beat the cart or beat the ox? Does this mean there is
a beating of the cart as well as a beating of the 0ox? Are beating
the cart and beating the ox the same or not? In the world, there is
no method of beating the cart; but, though ordinary men have no
such method, we know that on the path of the Buddha there is a
method of beating the cart, and this is the very eye of [Buddhist]
study. Even though we study that there is a method of beating
the cart, we should give concentrated effort to understanding in
detail that this is not the same as beating the ox. And even
though the method of beating the ox is common in the world, we
should go on to study the beating of the ox on the path of the
Buddha. Is this ox-beating the water buffalo, or ox-beating the
iron bull or the clay ox? Is this beating with a whip, with the
entire world, the entire mind? Is this to beat by using the



marrow? Should we beat with the fist? The fist should beat the
fist, and the ox beat the ox.

Ta-chi did not reply.

We should not miss [the import of] this. In it, there is
throwing out a tile to take in a jade; there is turning the head and
reversing the face. By no means should we do violence to his
silence.

Nan-yiieh went on, “Are you studying seated meditation or
are you studying seated Buddha?”

Investigating these words, we should distinguish the essential
activity of the Patriarchal ancestors. Without knowing what the
full reality of studying seated meditation is, we do know here
that it is studying seated Buddha. Who but a scion of true descent
could say that studying seated meditation is studying seated
Buddha? We should know indeed that the seated meditation of
the beginner’s mind is the first seated meditation, and the first
seated meditation is the first seated Buddha. In speaking of this
seated meditation, [Nan-ytieh] said,

“If you're studying seated meditation, meditation is not
sitting still.”

The point of what he says here is that seated meditation is
seated meditation and is not sitting still. From the time the fact
that it is not sitting still has been singly transmitted to us, our
unlimited sitting still is our own self. Why should we inquire
about close or distant familial lines? How could we discuss
delusion and awakening? Who would seek wisdom and
eradication? Then Nan-yieh said,

“If you're studying seated Buddha, Buddha is no fixed

mark.”



Such is the way to say what is to be said. The reason the seated
Buddha is one or two Buddhas is that He adorns Himself with no
fixed mark. When [Nan-yiieh] says here that Buddha is no fixed
mark, he is describing the mark of the Buddha. Since he is a
Buddha of no fixed mark, the seated Buddha is difficult to avoid.
Therefore, since it is adorned with this [mark of] Buddha is no
fixed mark, if you're studying seated meditation, you are a seated
Buddha. In a nonabiding dharma, [as Nan-yiieh goes on to say,]
who would grasp or reject [something] as not the Buddha? Who
would grasp or reject it as the Buddha? It is because [seated
meditation] has sloughed off all grasping and rejecting that it is a
seated Buddha. Nan-yiieh continues,

“If you're studying seated Buddha, this is killing Buddha.”

This means that, when we investigate further [the notion of]
seated Buddha, [we find] it has the virtue of killing Buddha. At
the very moment that we are a seated buddha we are killing
Buddha. Indeed, when we pursue it, [we find] that the [thirty-
two] marks and [eighty] signs and the radiance of killing Buddha
are always a seated Buddha. Although the word “kill” here is
identical with that used by ordinary people, [its meaning] is not
the same. Moreover, we must investigate in what form it is that a
seated Buddha is killing Buddha. Taking up the fact that it is
itself a virtue of the Buddha to kill Buddha, we should study

whether we are killers or not.

“If you grasp the mark of sitting, you're not reaching its
principle.”

To grasp the mark of sitting here means to reject the mark of
sitting and to touch the mark of sitting. The principle behind this
is that, in being a seated Buddha, we cannot fail to grasp the
mark of sitting. Since we cannot fail to grasp it, though our
grasping the mark of sitting is crystal clear, we are not reaching



its principle. This kind of concentrated effort is called “sloughing
off body and mind.”

Those who have never sat do not talk like this: [such talk]
belongs to the time of sitting and the man who sits, to the seated
Buddha and the study of the seated Buddha. The sitting that
occurs when the ordinary man sits is not [the sitting of] the
seated Buddha. Although a man’s sitting naturally resembles a
seated Buddha, or a Buddha’s sitting, the case is like that of a
man’s making a Buddha, or the man who makes a Buddha: though
there are men who make Buddhas, not all men make Buddhas,
and Buddhas are not all men. Since all the Buddhas are not
simply all men, man is by no means a Buddha, and a Buddha is
by no means a man. The same is true of a seated Buddha.

Here, then, in Nan-yiieh and Chiang-hsi we have a superior
master and a strong disciple: Chiang-hsi is the one who verifies
making a Buddha as a seated Buddha; Nan-yiieh is the one who
points out the seated Buddha for making a Buddha. There was
this kind of concentrated effort in the congregation of Nan-yiieh
and words like the above in the congregation of Yiieh-shan.

Know this, that it is the seated Buddha that Buddha after
Buddha and Patriarch after Patriarch have taken as their essential
activity. Those who are Buddhas and Patriarchs have employed
this essential activity, while those who are not have never even
dreamt of it. To say that the dharma of the Buddha has been
transmitted from the Western Heavens to the Eastern Earth
implies the transmission of the seated Buddha, for it is the
essential function [of that dharma]. And where the dharma of the
Buddha is not transmitted, neither is seated meditation. What has
been inherited by successor after successor [in this transmission]
is just this message of seated meditation; one who does not
participate in the unique transmission of this message is not a
Buddha or a Patriarch. When one is not clear about this one
dharma, he is not clear about the ten thousand dharmas or about
ten thousand practices. And without being clear about each of
these dharmas, he cannot be said to have a clear eye. He has not
attained the way; how could he represent the present or past [in



the lineage] of the Buddhas and Patriarchs? By this, then, we
should be firmly convinced that the Buddhas and Patriarchs
always transmit seated meditation.

To be illuminated by the radiance of the Buddhas and the
Patriarchs means to concentrate one’s efforts in the investigation
of this seated meditation. Some fools, misunderstanding the
radiance of the Buddha, think it must be like the radiance of the
sun or moon or the light from a pearl or a fire. But the light of
the sun and moon is nothing but a mark of action within [the
realm of] transmigration in the six destinies; it is not to be
compared with the radiance of the Buddha. The radiance of the
Buddha means receiving and hearing a single phrase, maintaining
and protecting a single dharma, participating in the single
transmission of seated meditation. So long as one is not
illuminated by the radiance [of the Buddha], he is not
maintaining, nor has he accepted, [the Buddha’s dharmal].

This being the case, [throughout history] there have been few
who understood seated meditation as seated meditation. And at
the present, in the [Ch’an] mountains of the great Sung, many of
those who are heads of the principal monasteries do not
understand, and do not study, seated meditation. There may be
some who have clearly understood it but not many. Of course, the
monasteries have fixed periods for seated meditation; the monks,
from the abbot down, take seated meditation as their basic task;
and, in leading their students, [the teachers] encourage its
practice. Nevertheless, there are few abbots who understand it.

For this reason, although from ancient times to the present
there have been one or two old worthies who have written [texts
known as] “Inscriptions on Seated Meditation,” “Principles of
Seated Meditation,” or “Lancets of Seated Meditation,” among
them there is nothing worth taking from any of the “Inscriptions
on Seated Meditation,” and the “Principles of Seated Meditation”
are ignorant of its observances. They were written by men who
do not understand, and do not participate in, its unique
transmission. Such are the “Lancet of Seated Meditation” in the
Ching-te ch’uan teng Iu and the “Inscription on Seated



Meditation” in the Chia-t'ai p'u teng lu. What a pity that,
though [the authors of such texts] spend their lives passing
among the [Ch’an] groves of the ten directions, they do not have
the concentrated effort of a single sitting—that sitting is not
their own, and concentrated effort never encounters them. This is
not because seated meditation rejects their bodies and minds but
because they do not aspire to the true concentrated effort and are
precipitately given over to their delusion. What they have
collected [in their texts] is nothing but models for reverting to
the source and returning to the origin, vain programs for
suspending considerations and congealing in tranquillity. [Such
views of meditation] do not approach the stages of observation,
exercise, infusion, and cultivation, or the understandings of
[those on the path of] the ten stages and the equivalence of
enlightenment; how, then, could they be the single transmission
of the seated meditation of the Buddhas and Patriarchs? The Sung
chroniclers were mistaken to record [these texts], and later
students should cast them aside and not read them.

Among the “Lancets of Seated Meditation,” the only one that
is [an expression of] the Buddhas and Patriarchs is that by the
Reverend Cheng-chiieh (Zhengjue), the Chan Master Hung-chih
(Hongzhi) of the Ching-te (Jingde) Monastery at T’ien t’ung
(Tiantong), renowned Mount T’ai-po (Daibo), in the district of
Ching-ytian (Jingyuan) in the Great Sung. This one is a [true]
“Lancet of Seated Meditation.” This one says it right. It alone
radiates throughout the surface and interior of the realm of the
dharma. It is the statement of a Buddha and Patriarch among the
Buddhas and Patriarchs of past and present. Prior Buddhas and
later Buddhas have been lanced by this “Lancet”; present
Patriarchs and past Patriarchs appear from this “Lancet.” Here is
that “Lancet of Seated Meditation”:

LaNcer oF SeaTeD MEDITATION
by Cheng-chiieh
by imperial designation the Chan Master Hung-chih



Essential function of all the Buddhas,
Functioning essence of all the Patriarchs—

It knows without touching things,

It illumines without facing objects.

Knowing without touching things,

Its knowledge is inherently subtle;

[Hlumining without facing objects,

Its illumination is inherently mysterious.

Its knowledge inherently subtle,

It is ever without discriminatory thought;

Its illumination inherently mysterious,

It is ever without a hair’s breadth of sign.
Ever without discriminatory thought,

Its knowledge is rare without peer;

Ever without a hair’s breadth of sign,

Its illumination comprehends without grasping.
The water is clear right through to the bottom,
A fish goes lazily along.

The sky is vast without horizon,

A bird flies far away.

The lancet in this lancet of seated meditation means the
manifestation of the great function, the comportment beyond
sight and sound; it is the juncture before your parents were born.
It means you had better not slander the Buddhas and Patriarchs;
you do not avoid destroying your body and losing your life; it is
a head of three feet and a neck of two inches.

Essential function of all the Buddhas,

The Buddhas always take the Buddhas as their essential
function: this is the essential function that is realized here; this is
seated meditation.

Functioning essence of all the Patriarchs—



My master had no such saying—this principle is [what is
meant here by] the Patriarchs. [It is in this that] the dharma and
the robe are transmitted. The faces [that are reversed] when we
turn the head and reverse the face are the essential function of all
the Buddhas; the heads [that turn] when we reverse the face and
turn the head are the functioning essence of all the Patriarchs.

It knows without touching things,

Knowing, here, of course, does not mean perception; for
perception is of little measure. It does not mean understanding;
for understanding is artificially constructed. Therefore, this
knowing is not touching things, and not touching things is
knowing. [Such knowing] should not be measured as universal
knowledge; it should not be categorized as self-knowledge. This
not touching things means, when they come in the light, T hit
them in the light; when they come in the dark, T hit them in the
dark. It means sitting and breaking the skin born of mother.

It illumines without facing objects.

This illumining does not mean the illumining of luminosity or
of spiritual illumination: it means simply without facing objects.
[In this meaning,] the illumining does not change into the object,
for the object itself is illumining. Without facing means it is
never hidden throughout the world; it does not emerge when you
break the world. It is subtle; it is mysterious; it is interacting
while not interacting.

Its knowledge inherently subtle,
It is ever without discriminatory thought;

Thought is itself knowing, without dependence on another’s
power. Its knowing is its form, and its form is the mountains and
rivers. These mountains and rivers are subtle, and this subtlety is
mysterious. When we put it to use, it is brisk and lively. When
we make a dragon, it does not matter whether we are inside or



out of the Yi (Yu) Gate. To put this single knowing to the
slightest use is to take up the mountains and rivers of the entire
world and know them with all one’s power. Without our intimate
knowing of the mountains and rivers, we do not have a single
knowing or a half understanding. We should not lament the late
arrival of discriminatory thinking: the Buddhas of previous
discrimination have already been realized. “Ever without” here
means “previously”; “previously” means “[already] realized.”
Therefore, “ever without discriminatory thought” means you do
not meet a single person.

Its illumination inherently mysterious,
It is ever without a hair’s breadth of a sign.

A hair’s breadth here means the entire world; yet it is
inherently mysterious, inherently illumining. Therefore, it is as
if it is never brought out. The eyes are not to be doubted, nor the
ears to be trusted. You should clarify the essential meaning apart
from the sense; do not look to words to grasp the rule—this is
[what is meant by] illumining. Therefore, it is without peer;
therefore, it is without grasping. This has been preserved as
being rare and maintained as comprehending, but I have doubts
about it.

The water is clear right through to the bottom,
A fish goes lazily along.

The water is clear: the water that has to do with the sky does
not get right through to the bottom of [what is meant here by]
clear water; still less is that which forms clear, deep pools in the
vessel world the water [intended by the expression] the water is
clear. That which has no shore as its boundary—this is what is
meant by clear water penetrated right through to the bottom. If a
fish goes through this water, it is not that it does not go; yet,
however many tens of thousands the degree of its progress, its
going is immeasurable, inexhaustible. There is no shoreline by



which it is gauged; there is no sky to which it ascends, nor
bottom to which it sinks. And therefore there is no one who can
take its measure. If we try to discuss its measure, [all we can say
is that] it is only clear water penetrated right through to the
bottom. The virtue of seated meditation is like the fish going:
who can calculate its degree in thousands or tens o