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MASTER HAKUIN'S CHANT IN PRAISE OF ZAZEN
Hakuin Zenji (1686–1768) is one of Japan’s most celebrated Zen masters. Tradition tells us that he single-handedly revived Rinzai Zen in Japan. He was an artist, calligrapher and prolific writer, as well as being a Zen master and philanthropist. He said that writing is verbal prajna and his writings are vigorous, courageous, and always to the point. The Chant in Praise of Zazen, Zazen Wasan, is justifiably one of his best-known works. It is chanted repeatedly in Zen monasteries in Japan. In the Harada Roshi/Yasutani Roshi tradition that the Montreal Zen Center follows, it is chanted at the close of each evening’s meditation as well as before the teacher gives his teisho, or Dharma talk, during retreats.
The Chant has three parts: The first tells of how we have fallen into darkness and confusion; the second, which starts with “The gateway to freedom,” extols the virtue of zazen Samadhi; and the third, which begins with “But, if you turn inward,” speaks of the wonders of awakening. One should also note that the Chant opens with “From the beginning all beings are Buddha” and closes with “this very body, the body of Buddha.” In other words, the Chant is like a circle that begins and ends at the same point, which is Buddha.
The version that I am using is the version developed by the Rochester Zen Center and is used with the kind permission of Venerable Bodhin Kjolhede
From the beginning all beings are Buddha.
Like water and ice, without water no ice,
How near the truth, yet how far we seek.
Like one in water crying "I thirst.”
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,
How can we be free from the wheel of samsara?
The gateway to freedom is zazen samadhi,
beyond exultation, beyond all our praises,
Observing the precepts, repentance and giving,
the countless good deeds and the way of right living
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,
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.
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!
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.
From the beginning all beings are Buddha.
What does the phrase “from the beginning” mean? This question, which seems so innocuous, thrusts us into the very heart of the human situation.
Does it mean that in some distant past, eons and eons ago, existence had a beginning? If so, did time itself begin then? As Westerners, most of us believe this. We believe that in the past, God made the universe and, with this creation, time began. We also believe that some day this universe, and time as well, will end—some say with the Second Coming of Christ. We believe, therefore, that existence is like a drama that begins, goes through a development, and ends.
More recently, theoretical physicists have substituted the Big Bang for God, and some think the world will end with a Big Crunch rather than Judgment Day. Whether it is by a great explosion or by the word of God, we have it firmly entrenched in our culture that time has a beginning and an ending. So deep is this belief that we are confused if we are told that perhaps beginnings and endings are in time and not of time. The belief in a “beginning” and an “end” is just that: a belief. It comes from the way we think, not from the way things are.
People who practice Zen are used to the idea that we must get beyond thoughts. It is almost a cliché. The thoughts we must get beyond are not those fleeting, superficial thoughts, such as “I like Mary” or “I don't like Jack,” that come from observations and judgments that we make. To get beyond thought, we must get beyond the fundamental idea of something, an idea that implies other ideas of existence, time and space, of beginning and ending.
The “idea of something” is not philosophical or esoteric. Most of us believe that the world “is” and that in the world are trees, houses, hills, roads, and cars. We believe as well that we are something—a person, a soul, a body, a spirit, a man, or a woman. We believe in addition all these trees and hills, roads and cars, people, souls, and spirits are “things”—something. That these things exist, that they are, independent, solid and real, is never doubted. Their ”thingness” is taken quite for granted. When I say that we must get beyond the idea of “something,” I am talking about this “thingness,” which we take completely for granted.
Because I live with the conviction of existence, that is, with the conviction that “things” exist, I live with the complementary conviction that the framework of space and time also exist. In this way I am held within a prison of thought. If I then take up a koan—that is, a question such as “Who am I?” or “What is reality?”—I take it for granted that I must seek an answer within this prison. Even if I try to escape from it, to get outside space and time, I am still caught in the web of thoughts and ideas such as super-space or super-time or super-consciousness. I look for time that is not time, which I call Eternity; a space that is not space, which is called Heaven; a consciousness that is not consciousness but Cosmic Consciousness, or the Unconscious. So I tie myself up in a tighter tangle. To get beyond thought is to get beyond this conceptual tangle.
We must question “thingness.” If I question the notion of “something,” I will question also the belief in time. As Zen master Hui Neng said, “From the beginning not a thing is.” This is a call to awaken, to question “something.” He was simply and succinctly stating the teaching of the Prajnaparamita, a fundamental Mahayana Buddhist text, as well as the Buddha’s teaching of anicca (no-thingness). The Prajnaparamita affirms no-thingness, saying that form is empty. The principle of anicca was one of three principles that form the very foundation of Buddhism: anicca, anatman, and duhkha. Anatman means no ego, or self. Duhkha means suffering.
“From the beginning all beings are Buddha,” as I have said, is a call to wake up. Where is this beginning, when is this beginning? If we cannot put the beginning into the past, if we cannot put it into the future, are we going to say it is “Now?” Many pop philosophers tell us that we must live in the “Now.” When they talk about living in the “Now,” they make no mention of the price that we must pay for doing so. The call to live “Now” calls us to see that nothing is, to “hold on to nothing whatever,” and to see that there are no things that move or change or become. Everything is “here and now,” everything is time.
“Now” is at the cutting edge of existence, at the source of what we think of as existence. The past, memory, me, the room—all are “Now.” However, to appreciate this, we must let go of the room as “something”—“something” which is “here and now.” “From the beginning, all beings are Buddha.” From “Now,” the source of all beings are Buddha.
“From the beginning” could have been expressed as “at the origin” or “at the source.” Second-rate artists wish to be original and feel that this means that they must be different. Often this difference is expressed as the shocking. To shock in this way is to make the unexpected, the different, the new, collide with the expected, the usual, the same. Some artists believe that they have to be revolutionaries. However, what is original comes from the origin. It will not simply be different, but unique, irreplaceable. Great art has the feeling of being inevitable as well as unexpected. It is the extension, indeed fulfillment, of the old. It does not shock or disturb so much as bring wonder and anticipation. Of course, this wonder and anticipation are only possible in those who, in turn, can listen from the origin, who can let go of predisposed beliefs about how art should be.
To listen from the origin one must be present, and by being present I mean “Now.” One cannot be lost in a never never land of dream and thought, expectation, hope and the rest. In the never never land, one listens by dragging up memories of this, that or the other.
The word “present” comes originally from two words: pre and esse. Literally this means “before being.” “Now” is before being. Before anything exists as such, all Beings are Buddha. This leads me directly into the heart of practice, into this self-luminous light that I am.
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