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Zen has a reputation for being anti-intellectual. Some of this is due to the fact that it came fully into its own in the West at the same time as “New Age” thinking was blossoming. At that time it was fashionable to criticize the ‘establishment.’ This criticism had a very strong anti-intellectual flavor, and academic and scholarly studies fell victim to it. This anti-intellectualism comes also, in part, from a general despair at the bankruptcy of much that passes for traditional religion. Many believe that religious thinking has been locked into meaningless phrases and dead dogma.
For these people it was a relief to hear about a Zen master, who, when asked by his student to tell him about the principles of Buddhism, turned on him and snapped, “No barking like a dog!” They would no doubt agree with the monk who, when the master asked what parts of the Buddhist scriptures had been written by the devil, retorted, “All of them!” An answer the master received with great hoots of laughter while congratulating the monk by saying, “No-one will be able to take the rise out of you!” The great Zen master Rinzai saw the sutras as having no more value than toilet paper.
Ironically in the very sutras we shall be studying we find it repeated again and again that words cannot get us to the truth. For example, Ananda was the cousin of Buddha, his disciple and close attendant. He was noted for his intellectual ability, so much so that the early sutras are said to be the result of his having heard Buddha speak, and his having remembered, word for word, everything that Buddha said. After Buddha's death Ananda recalled the talks and had them transcribed. Nevertheless during Buddha's lifetime he was unable to come to awakening, and, it was said, that this was due to this very intellectual capacity that he had. In The Surangama Sutra Ananda says, “Although I have become the disciple of Buddha, my heart is not yet absorbed in Awakening. I am like a prodigal son who has forsaken his father. I now see that in spite of my learning, if I am not able to put it into practice, I am no better than an unlearned man. It is like a man talking about food, but who never eats and so does not become satisfied. We are all entangled in these two hindrances: knowledge and learning, and vexation and suffering”[1]
While it is true that we are entangled in this way, nevertheless, it is evident that the masters were, even so, well versed in the sutras. Zen master Tokusan, for example, knew The Diamond Sutra well and, before meeting with a Zen master, lectured upon it extensively; the founder of the Zen sect, Bodhidharma, the very one who preached transmission outside the scriptures, nevertheless advocated The Lankavatara Sutra; Zen master Hogen knew The Avatamsaka Sutra well, and one of the koans in the Mumonkan, koan number twenty-six in which Hogen was the master involved, comes out of the teaching of The Avatamsaka Sutra. Other koans, too, often make reference directly or indirectly to the sutras. Yet another Zen Master, Hui Neng, was said to have written an autobiography, The Platform Sutra, that subsequently became one of the sutras so condemned.
Furthermore this apparent distaste for the intellect was not shared universally by Korean Zen masters. Much of the Korean Zen Buddhist tradition goes back to Chinul. Chinul came to awakening while reading the Platform Sutra Later he meditated deeply on the role of the teaching of the sutras in Zen training and came to the conclusion that “what the World Honored One said with his mouth are the teachings. What the patriarchs transmitted with their minds is Zen. The mouth of the Buddha and the minds of the patriarchs can certainly not be contradictory. How can [students of both Zen and the scholastic schools] not plumb the fundamental source but instead, complacent in their own training, wrongly fomenting disputes and waste their time?”[2]
On reading the sutras
Zen Master Bassui has the following to say about sutras. “If you truly want to read the sutras, you first have to awaken the mind that does the reading. All formal readings from the sutras are ultimately destructive. The wonderful dharma of one's mind does not change through successive eons; it is the essence of all sutras...When you see the wordless sutra only once, the sutras of all the heavens, with their golden words which fill one's eyes, clearly manifest. If you read the sutras with this kind of understanding, you will never be idle throughout endless eons. If you do not have this kind of understanding you will spend your whole life covering the surface of black beans[words]”[3]
The basic message of all the sutras of the Mahayana is Awakening, what Bassui is calling here “seeing the wordless sutra.” It is of course entirely possible for us to come to awakening without ever having heard of the sutras, Buddha, or even awakening itself. Hui Neng, the Zen master referred to above, came to awakening when hearing a monk recite from The Diamond Sutra. Up until that time he had not heard of either Buddhism or awakening. This is one of the more celebrated accounts of spontaneous awakening. Even so, throughout the history of the human race, untold numbers of people must, like Hui Neng, have come to this kind of spontaneous awakening that occurred outside the scriptures.
However while it is also true that some people make a fortune by winning a lottery, most of us have to work for our living. Just as it would be foolish to sit and wait for pennies to fall from heaven, so it would be foolish to sit and wait for awakening to strike. Just as we have to work for our physical well being, so we have to work for our spiritual well being as well. It is with this kind of work in mind that the sutras become important.
Our intellectual mind, although it is of limited value on the spiritual path, must be satisfied if we are to be able to commit ourselves fully to the work. It is true that, eventually, the mind must understand that it is indeed unable to settle the great questions which haunt us, at some level or another, throughout our lives, nevertheless a certain amount of preparatory work must be done, and reading and studying can help with this preparation.
Another value that reading can have is to help us understand that true spiritual work is so difficult because it has nothing for the personality. One can certainly practice Zen for reasons of health, psychological well being, to develop natural concentration or to improve creativity; this is what Yasutani roshi would call Bompu Zen. Nevertheless, true spiritual practice, the practice that leads beyond form, beyond thought and idea, beyond the sense of self, is not done to yield these kinds of results.
Spiritual practice is, from the point of view of the personality, useless, but then so is listening to music, or being at peace with someone you love, or even life itself. One of the diseases of our age is the belief that everything must have a use. The theory of evolution, which has now taken on all the characteristics of a religious dogma, preaches the dreary and narrow minded belief that all of life, all of its beauty, complexity, and intricacy, all of it, serves simply for the transmission of genes. All of life's activity is yoked to the service of survival. But why do genes have to pass on more genes? So that, according to this theory, they can pass on yet more genes. Why do life forms have to survive? Of course if genes were not passed on, there would be no life, nor, obviously, would life forms be possible if they did not survive. But this is a truism and it seems that, with the theory of evolution, so often consequence is confused with cause. The meaning of existence is ‘no-meaning,’ which is not the same as absence of meaning. The expression ‘no-meaning’ points to a meaning that cannot be grasped by the concepts of utilitarianism used by the evolutionist. Nevertheless this no meaning is intrinsic in all spiritual endeavors. The ‘no’ in ‘no-meaning’ will be explored later in the book and will be shown to be more than a fanciful use of language.
Although the personality needs meaning that can be defined, understood, grasped, it is possible for meaning to lie beyond ‘usefulness,’ but to truly appreciate this requires awakening. Even so the mind can be introduced to the idea of this possibility, and a background be given, which enables the critical, discriminating mind to be suspended for a while, so that a deeper, and more penetrating awareness, can be aroused. Reading and study can help to provide this background.
On meditation and the sutras
Zen practice could be differentiated into meditation, concentration and contemplation. Zazen, what is often called Zen meditation, includes all three, but the emphasis in Zen practice is upon contemplation, or what is also known as being ‘one with’. Concentration, nevertheless, is also often necessary, particularly in the beginning of practice when working on a first koan. However meditation is also of great value. I have spoken about these three aspects of Zen practice in other books[4], but let me briefly review what has been said before.
Concentration means ‘with a center.’ It requires great energy, and is a way of focusing the mind to enable it to become rooted. If, when sitting in zazen, the back is straight and the center of gravity low, then this energy, called in Zen joriki, enables the mind to become steadfast and not troubled by random thoughts. With this steadfastness it becomes possible for contemplation to take over.
Contemplation, of the breath for example, means to be one with the breath. It is not a way of controlling the breath, nor a way of observing, visualizing or ‘watching,’ the breath. Contemplation is far more flexible than concentration, and is what has been called wu-wei, or the doing of no-doing. In Zen it is also called Shikantaza.
However, it requires many years hard practice before this kind of contemplation becomes truly possible, and one must pass through a long period which is neither concentration nor contemplation, but a kind of amalgam of the two. This often involves long and very dry periods during which practice seems to be pointless and without reward. Someone likened it to crossing the great Gobi desert. It requires great faith to go on and most of us do not have this kind of faith at the very time that it is needed most. It is for this reason that meditation is so necessary.
Meditation requires thought and ideas. It means that one takes an idea and allows thoughts to circle around it. The mind is kept flexible, but taut. Without the tautness one cannot hold the meditation idea. As a basis for this I recommend to students that they use sayings of spiritual masters, although not necessarily Zen masters. Writings of men like Nisargadatta, Ramana Maharshi, Ramakrishna, St. John of the Cross, the anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing, the Desert Fathers, The Bhagavad Gita, women like St. Julian of Norwich, the two Theresas, and so on. One reads just a little, a few phrases only, and then allows what has been read to sink into the mind. One makes no effort to understand, but allows the mind to come to its own understanding.
One should not do this to satiety, in other words one must stop well before the mind starts to want to grasp what is being read. Normally about twenty minutes is all that is necessary. One way in which the meditative process can be prolonged is by meditating while one is doing some handwork, such as knitting, rug hooking, embroidery or needlecraft, or some other simple, repetitive task. One reads a few sentences, and then allows the meaning to soak into the mind while doing some of the handwork. One then reads a little more and so on. This meditative practice is like rain falling on the desert. It awakens faith and gives encouragement to continue, even though one must work mostly in the dark and without clear direction through the vast desert of the mind. The Desert Fathers used to use this kind of meditative practice. They would weave baskets while meditating and when a basket was finished, they would undo it and start again.
It is partly with meditation in mind that this book was written because truly pondering the sutras is a valuable meditation practice. In addition the sutras will also provide a background for general practice as well as, later on, for koan practice. They also help to point up the limitation of the mind (indeed this is a constant theme of the sutras,) so that this discriminating mind will be more ready to let go and allow deeper parts of the mind to take over.
Our debt to scholars
We started off by referring to the apparent anti-intellectual bias of Zen meditation. However, for all that, those of us who are practicing Zen are deeply in the debt of scholars who have patiently translated the sutras, the koans, and the sayings of Buddha and masters. Obviously without the help of these scholars we would never have had access to these treasures. One must also admire the kind of scholarship involved in which a translator would refer often to Sanskrit, Chinese, Japanese and Tibetan sources and, invariably, in the original languages.
However scholars have, for their primary audience, other scholars. They translate in such a way that they are able to maintain the approval and support of their peers, and they are conscious of the fact that they will be judged according to the rules and constraints of scholarship. In this way a translation may be very good in a literary sense, but this merit could be obtained at the expense of its value for practice. Indeed it can happen that the exactness of the translation may be a barrier to understanding, because the language becomes very stilted and unnatural. On reading the sutras one sometimes has the feeling that Buddha, or the masters, talked in a very stiff and artificial way, whereas the opposite must have been true. Buddha must have been a very charismatic, down to earth man, capable of mixing freely with all kinds of people, and of talking in the language of those who were listening to him. These scholarly translations, then, are good for people who have an academic and scholarly interest, but sometimes boring and tedious for those who want to practice.
The sutras and practice
I have tried to approach the sutras simply from the point of view of practice. It is true that this may mean that I shall sometimes wander away from the literal meaning. However what is being said comes out of many years of intense practice, many of these spent working on koans. When working on the text of a sutra I have come to it in much the same way as if I were working on a koan. The first, or preliminary, koan is often called a ‘breakthrough koan.’ Breaking through means to awaken to the truth that one is beyond all form. In subsequent koan practice one must work on the koan by way of the original awakening in order to ‘see into’ the koan in question. The resolution of each koan is, in its own way, a new awakening, and so the original awakening is broadened and integrated more securely into every day life. Furthermore awakening is not simply a single, homogenous event, but, like a diamond, has many facets. Subsequent koan practice enables one to penetrate into this vast treasure house. But this kind of work is only possible within the light of the original awakening.
What we are saying about returning to the original awakening is similar to what Bassui said above: “If you truly want to read the sutras, you first have to awaken the mind that does the reading. All formal readings from the sutras are ultimately destructive.” To see into a koan as well as into the sutra you must first awaken the mind that does the seeing into. Unfortunately it can happen that a teacher confuses the student’s being able to respond to all the questions that the teacher puts about a koan, with the student’s seeing into it. But this, like formal reading of the sutras that Bassui refers to, is destructive. As a consequence the student is forever blocked, and will never gain access to the pearl of great price. Awakening is to arouse primordial, non-reflected knowing; it is always sudden and penetrating. Because it is the awakening of knowing, it cannot possibly be unconscious, nor can an outside person bestow it upon another. The value of a teacher is to differentiate pure gold from fools’ gold. But one can be taken in by fool’s gold, and one needs someone who is able to recognize it as spurious; but with pure gold, one knows.
On the face of it, it would seem that only a very few people would be able to read the sutras. If by reading the sutras we mean penetrating deeply into their meaning this, alas, is true. However this does not mean that others cannot benefit from them. All of us, intrinsically, are awakened. When one reads something and is struck by the truth, the simple beauty and rightness of what is being said, one feels that this brilliance comes from what one is reading. But it does not. It is like the dew on the grass on an early summer’s day. Scintillating like a million gems, the dew flashes in the morning sunlight. But this brilliance and sparkle all come from the sunlight. In the same way the brilliance and truth that seems to shine out of the words of the masters is nothing other than the reflection of your own light, the brilliance of your own awakened nature.
This is the basis of meditation: it is dwelling in that brilliance, in not trying to grasp or understand it. These flashes may not come very often at first. But when they do one must be prepared. It is like what Jesus said to the foolish virgins “Watch, for you know not the day nor the hour.” This watchfulness, this non-abiding in the meaning, allows the shaft of one’s own sunlight to lighten the darkness, it is the fruit of one’s faith, but it is also a way by which faith is deepened and strengthened. However, without a solid practice involving concentration and contemplation, without long stretches in the Gobi desert in the authentic search to go beyond the dictates and needs of the personality, this meditative practice can easily fall into a form of sentimentality. Oscar Wilde said that sentimentality is enjoying an emotion for which one has not paid the price, and surely the spiritual way is flooded with sentimentality.
We have discussed the following sutras: The Prajnaparamita Hridaya, The Diamond Sutra, The Platform Sutra, The Sutra of Vimalakirti, The Lankavatara Sutra, and The Surangama Sutra. The first four of these are in the Prajnaparamita tradition, the other two are well known Mahayana texts. The first two we have discussed in their entirety, but for the rest we have selected those parts which seem most relevant to practice. On occasions we have strayed from the text to give some background understanding relating to practice in order to help highlight the relevance of what the sutra is saying. We have done this in the hope that it will help in the overall appreciation of the sutras themselves, as well as of practice. We have by no means covered any of the sutras completely and it is hoped that those who read this book will be encouraged to go to the sutras themselves for this meditative reading.
Because all of the sutras pass over the same terrain, but from different directions, it is natural that some considerable overlap and repetition will occur. Furthermore we have tried to come to each sutra in a fresh way, trying to allow the sutra to speak with its own inflections and its own accents. This too may increase the duplication. However this is not necessarily a drawback. We do not read the sutras for information, or to increase our store of knowledge, any more than we listen to the lyrics of music for intellectual reasons. In both cases repetition may enhance, rather than detract from, their interest and value. Furthermore, because we have dealt with each sutra on its own, and not from the point of view of any over-arching theory, the order that the chapters on the sutras are read is not too important. The chapter on The Lankavatara sutra may be a little tough for some people, and, if this is the case, then skip it, go on to the next, and then come back to it later.
I have included a very brief bibliography of sutras, and of some books that discuss these sutras. I have put in bold letters the titles of those books which have been a primary source when writing the book. The others I have read in order to help clarify difficulties arising from the translation. I have kept footnotes to a minimum because, as I have said, the book is primarily for those who wish to practice.
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
A monk asked Zen master Joshu, “Does a dog have the Buddha-nature?” Joshu replied, “Mu!”
Mumonkan
Buddha’s raft
Buddha said his teaching is like a raft, to be used simply as a means of crossing the ocean of birth and death. On one occasion he asked, “And when you are across, will you continue to carry the raft on your head?” This indeed is what we have done. Not only have we carried the raft on our head, we have also put it into glass cases in museums. We have studied, analyzed, and reproduced it; we have asked “who really made it, what is it made of, how was it made, when was it made, what kind of wood was used?” These and so many other questions have been asked of it. Far from using the teaching to cross the ocean and then letting it go, we have even brought it into the living room, have tried to find a place for it among the rest of the furniture.
The soteriology of Buddhism
When Buddha said his teaching was a raft, he meant that it was directed towards practice. He was not interested in philosophy or theology, even though so many philosophies have been founded in his name, and even though his teaching has been made into a religion. It has been claimed at different times that his teaching was idealist, realist, pessimistic, otherworldly. But none of this applies to Buddha’s teaching because, as he said, when one reaches the other shore one discards it. A theory claims an absolute status for itself, it claims to be true, and true not only for the time being, but also for all time. But it could be said that Buddha was not even interested in the truth, or at least not in the truth that can be found, expressed in concepts and ideas, a truth that can be debated.
Some say that Buddha’s way is a science, that we should accept what he says as a theory and then prove it for ourselves. Much can be said for this point of view but, even so, it still implies that something needs to be known, learnt, discovered or uncovered; it still suggests that, what is a theory at one time, will become fact later. Yet one should not look in the realm of fact, in the realm of neither ontology nor epistemology, nor even in ethics or theology, for the meaning of what Buddha taught.
Perhaps the nearest that we can get to a correct designation of Buddha’s teaching is to call it soteriology. Unfortunately this has strong Christian overtones, but when it is remembered that the word is derived from a Greek work soterion, meaning deliverance, then the aptness of the word is obvious. One should accept the teaching as a way of deliverance, and this would imply deliverance form the teaching as well.
The importance of the sutras
Scholars have preserved the raft, and for this we must be very grateful. Buddha did not say that we had to swim across the ocean of birth and death, which is really what so many self-styled teachers mean when they declare that no teaching is necessary and that religions are simply a cause of conflict and confusion. Because of the work of the scholars, those of us who do want to get to the other shore have the teaching available and in a form more or less accessible. To benefit from it, to be ‘delivered’ by it, we must take it out of he realm of scholarship into the realm of practice. To do this we must make it sea-worthy. One must throw off so much of the ballast, get rid of what is not necessary, make it more serviceable and it is with this in mind, and in the hope that it might make some contribution in this direction, that this book was written.
Undoubtedly the Zen masters studied the sutras and many of the koans, those enigmatic stories used in practice, come directly out of this study. In doing this, the Masters used the sutras as tools for work, not as objects for appreciation. Let us try to do the same and look at the sutras as vehicles with which to cross to the other side. The sutras that we shall be studying are the Prajnaparamita Hridaya, the Diamond sutra, parts of the Vimalakirti sutra, the Platform sutra, the Surangama and the Lankavatara sutra. The first two are sufficiently short that we can comment upon them in their entirety, the others are much longer and it would be too difficult a task to comment upon them in their entirety. The first four are all of the same school of Buddhism, the Prajnaparamita School. The last is the sutra most closely associated with the entry of Zen into China and was the sutra that Bodhidharma, the first Chinese patriarch, brought with him in the 5th century AD from India to China. The Surangama Sutra it is said is the key sutra, when it goes Buddha’s teaching will be no more.
The Prajnaparamita Hridaya is the condensation of a much longer work, which originally had a hundred thousand lines. This was then abridged to eight thousand lines and then finally to the Hridaya. Hridaya means ‘heart’ or ‘essence.’ Yet the Prajnaparamita Hridaya can, in its turn, also be condensed. Traditionally it is said that it can be condensed to the letter “A.” From the point of view of people who are working on koans as the basis of their practice it is makes more sense to say that it can be reduced to Mu!. Mu! is the essence of the Prajnaparamita. This means that a study of the Prajnaparamita can give us a background for the practice with Mu.
For those who are unfamiliar with the koan Mu!, it is the first in a collection of forty-eight koans called the Mumonkan[5]. According to this koan a monk asked Zen master Joshu, “Does a dog have the Buddha nature?” and master Joshu replied, “Mu!” Tradition has it that all beings are Buddha. Why then does Joshu say “Mu!” which means “No!” The same question can be asked of the Prajnaparamita. In the sutra it says “No eyes, ears, nose, tongue.” Why does it say this when it is obvious that we do have eyes, ears, nose, and so on? In other words, both the sutra and the koan push us to investigate what we usually take for granted. What does it mean to say “I” “have” eyes, ears, and nose? What does it mean to say that a dog has, or does not have, the Buddha nature?
A few words on Metaphysics and Ontology
Before going on, let us try to place Buddhism, and the sutras, within the general scheme of human spirituality. Fundamentally, in the evolution of consciousness and culture, two forms of religious expression have emerged: prayer and meditation. Whether we pray or meditate will depend upon our basic metaphysics, specifically our basic ontology. Just as one of Molière's characters was surprised to find that he spoke and wrote prose, so most of us are surprised to learn that we have a basic metaphysics and ontology. As young children, each of us had to come to some fundamental conclusions about the world and its structure, as well as our place within this structure. Philosophy, or at least metaphysics, is just this. For most of us our philosophy is gained, and held, unconsciously rather than consciously and so it remains unexamined.
Most of us, moreover, opt for some dualistic understanding of the world and our place in it. Why this is so is somewhat out of the range of this outline [6]; let us just say that we most often decide that a world is “out there” and I am “in here”. Normally, because most people do not think about it any further, this view becomes entrenched as their reality and is taken for granted. So, instead of saying, “It is as though a world is out there, and as though ‘I am’ in here,” we say, quite simply, and believe without doubt, “It is there, and I am here.”
But even so, we have an intuitive sense of our own individuality and the world as coherent, an undivided whole. Do we not speak of a universe, which means turning towards the one? This intuition comes from a deep sense of unity, a sense of wholeness. This means that on the one hand is the intuition of a fundamental unity, on the other is the experience of dualism: ‘me’ and ‘the world.’ Our dualistic view of the world, according to Buddha, gives birth to suffering. The very word used by Buddha for suffering was dukkha, which means twoness. (du =two; kha =ness). To cure this suffering we have to heal the wound that we have created by our way of viewing the world. The word ‘heal’ comes from the same verbal root as ‘whole’ and ‘holy.’ We are impelled to find wholeness again and most of us believe that we must do so by looking for unity either “out there” or “in here.” When we look for it out there, in a religious way, we look for it as a transcendent One or Whole that we believe is there. Traditionally, in Christianity, this One was called God. Alternatively when we look for unity “in here”, we look for it as a transcendent Whole, but this time as a unified Self or supreme, subjective One, as for example Atman in the Vedanta tradition. This is often called the Self with a capital S to distinguish it from the mundane, dualistic self of every day experience. Prayer could be looked upon as an attempt to make contact with the transcendent One “out there,” and meditation as an attempt to make contact with the transcendent One “in here.”
Of course this is an oversimplification of what can well be very complex and subtle. Furthermore it is not everyone who takes his or her original metaphysics as an ultimate statement of truth, and many have subjected this metaphysics to subtle analysis. Even so “God” and the “Self” are in the main the two broad ways that human beings have gone in search of peace and relief from suffering. If we see Unity as objective, as out there, then the subjective, the Self, is but a ghost or phantom. In this case, God is the Supreme Reality or Supreme Being. If unity is ‘in here,’ subjective, then the objective is an illusion, the world is a dream. In this case the Self is the Supreme Reality.
Most people believe that Buddhism opts for the second of these two alternatives. This belief, although erroneous, is not confined simply to non-Buddhists but is held by some Buddhists also, including many Zen Buddhists. By meditating, it is felt, the Buddhist searches for transcendental unity through the Self or Subjective Unity sometimes known as the Buddha Nature, or Self-Nature. Other Buddhists have come to believe that this Unity is out there in a Pure Land attained by way of the Buddha Amida. This too is erroneous - Buddhism is based neither upon subjective Unity nor objective Unity, nor upon a fusion of the two, nor even upon a denial of the importance of Unity.
The basis of Buddhism is impermanence, suffering, and no absolute self: In the Anguttara-Nikaya sutta it says that it is “an unalterable fact, an unalterable condition of existence and an eternal law that all karmic formations are impermanent (anicca)... subject to suffering (dukkha)... and non-absolute (anatman i.e. without unchangeable or absolute ego-identity)”
What the sutra is saying is that that no world exists “out there”. What we conceive of as a fixed, permanent and absolute “something” is an illusion. It would naturally follow from this that no Supreme Being, no fixed cause uncaused, in fact no fixed and permanent God can be found.... God too is impermanent. It is true also that no self lurks “in here” either, no soul or Spirit, no Overself, Cosmic Consciousness, or Buddha Nature: in other words no ultimate Subjective One. Buddha Nature too, as Dogen said, is impermanence. Anatman means just that: no self. Furthermore, it is the very belief in an objective One or a subjective One that is the cause of suffering.
On the face of it, it would seem that Buddha was completely nihilistic or was preaching a doctrine of total negation. But to think this way means that one has yet to see how radical of Buddha's teaching was. To appreciate this let us consider for a moment total negation as a way.
Negation as a way
Negation has been a way by which mystics have attempted to express transcendental unity. Two streams flow through the Christian tradition: the Kataphatic and the Apophatic. The Kataphatic tradition is “the tradition of light; it arrives at an understanding of God through affirmation: we come to know God by affirming he possesses all the perfection we find in creatures”[7]. But, as Thomas Merton makes clear when he discusses the opposite tradition, the Apophatic tradition, the Kataphatic tradition cannot penetrate to the deepest essence. The Apophatic tradition “concerns itself with the most fundamental datum of all faith - and one that is often forgotten: the God who reveals Himself to us in His Word has revealed himself as unknown in his ultimate essence. The presence of God shining, not in clear vision, but as ‘unknown’.[8]
God, as referred to here, is a God of extreme subtlety. God is, but is unknown. His being is absolute, but absolutely unknowable. Absolute transcendental Unity is affirmed, but as unknowable.
Prajna and Zen
The Buddha's Way is not the way of affirmation or denial, Kataphatic or Apophatic, it is not the Way of the Supreme Being nor the Supreme Self. In a well-known Zen koan a Zen Master, holding up a stick, says, “If you call this a stick you conceal it; if you say it is not a stick you deny it. What is it?” Some commentators feel that the master, by his words and actions, simply wants us to help us escape from the snare of language. Yet, although language does undoubtedly represent a snare for the unwary, it would be a mistake to think that this koan is simply pointing to a problem of words and thoughts and that the master is just wanting to get us beyond words and thoughts. This would be like saying that Buddhism and Zen are simply other expressions of the apophatic tradition. Certainly “stick” is a word and so to say ‘it’[9] ‘is a stick’ is to say that ‘it’ can be known; to say ‘it’ is not a stick would be to say that ‘it’ cannot be known. But even so, known or unknown we are still left with ‘it.’ To say it is a stick is to affirm; this is, so to say, in the Kataphatic tradition. To say it is not a stick is to negate, and this is in the apophatic tradition.
In another koan a Zen master said “if you say you have a stick I will give you one, if you say you do not have a stick I will take it from you.” In other words when you say you have a stick you are simply grasping an Idea so the stick can still be given to you. If, on the other hand, you say you do not have a stick you may have got beyond the Idea, but you are still left with an underlying inarticulate 'something': an ontological residue which can still be taken away. Again to say you have a stick would be within the Kataphatic tradition. To say you do not have a stick is in the Apophatic tradition. How does one get beyond both? The sutras that we shall be discussing, as well as Zen koans, is a response to this question.
Prajnaparamita
Prajna
The sutras and the koans are sayings or, sometimes, the doings of Buddha and the Zen patriarchs. They come, in other words, from an ‘awakened mind.’ To realize what a Master says, one must be one with the awakened mind, or, more simply, one must be awakened. The awakened mind is no other than prajna. A sutra is the full expression of prajna, and, likewise, seeing into a koan is also the full expression of prajna. What then is prajna? The Diamond Sutra says “Arouse the mind without resting it upon anything.” This saying helps us to get a handle on the word prajna. which is made up of two parts: ‘pra' and ‘jna’. ‘Pra' means aroused and ‘jna’ means primordial knowing, or knowing without any content. Another way of saying arouse is ‘see into,’ and so prajna can mean ‘see into knowing without content’.
The word prajna consists then of a suffix pra and, a root word jna which means primordial knowing. The suffix ‘pra,’ according to the dictionary means ‘fulfilled.’ According to Guenther and Chogyam Trungpa, the word ‘pra’ and the Tibetan word rab, which is used to translate the Sanskrit ‘pra,’ both also mean ‘to heighten’ or ‘intensify’ “Therefore,” they say, “shes rab [Tibetan] or prajna [Sanskrit] refers to an intensification of the cognitive processes. The cognitive potentiality that is present in everyone is to be developed, intensified and brought to its highest pitch. To bring this potential to its highest pitch means to release it, to free it from all the extraneous material that has accumulated.”
The expression ‘cognitive processes’ is somewhat unfortunate and perhaps a better word would be knowing. The expression ‘cognitive processes’ suggests something special, philosophical, abstract; ‘knowing’ on the other hand is more concrete, immediate. Whereas we are confident everyone knows, we cannot help feeling that only special people would have ‘cognitive processes.’
To read the sutras and to work with koans we must arouse the mind without resting it upon anything. A koan is not a nonsense statement designed to throw sand into the intellectual works, neither is it a riddle. A riddle calls for a response at the same level as the question: 'Why did the chicken cross the road?' is a riddle. It is not nonsense because an answer can be given. “Because it wanted to get to the other side.” But it is not a koan, because the answer does not call for the mind to be aroused without resting upon anything; it does not call for a leap to a new level.
Paramitas
Before going on to discuss the sutras, let us, first of all, talk about the paramitas, so that we can understand what Prajnaparamita means. Tradition speaks of six paramitas, the six virtues or requirements for spiritual practice. The word ‘paramita’ means literally “that which has reached the other shore.” Thus, for example, ‘Prajnaparamita’ would refer to reaching the other shore by way of prajna. The names of the six paramitas are the following. The first is dána, which means generosity or giving, both in the material and spiritual sense. It implies compassion and the willingness to give of oneself, as well as willingness to give material goods. The second is shila, which means discipline and the eradication of all passions. The third is kshanti and means patience and tolerance. The fourth, víraya or exertion, refers to a one pointed attitude towards practice. The fifth is dhyána, which can mean meditation, but which can also mean samadhi. And, finally, comes prajna or the attainment of wisdom.
What is important from our point of view is that, according to the Prajnaparamita School, while all the virtues are essential for the spiritual life, nevertheless they are all founded upon the virtue of wisdom or prajna. As the Japanese Zen Master Hakuin says, “Observing the precepts, repentance and giving, the countless good deeds, and the way of right living, all come from zazen.” True zazen is prajna. As another Zen master says, “The gateway to all mysteries is prajna.”
The origin of the sutras.
Traditionally it is said that Ananda, Buddha’s cousin and close disciple, dictated the sutras. He had such a good memory that he was able to remember word for word all that Buddha said during his lifetime. However, the Mahayana sutras appeared long after Ananda died, and so obviously Buddha could not have given them during his lifetime. It is not known who originally wrote the Prajnaparamita. According to Edward Conze, the renowned Buddhist scholar, the first formulation of the doctrine occurred in about 100 BC, in a work that went under the imposing title of the Ratnagunasamcayagáthá. It was in this work that the new terms Bodhisattva and Mahasattva were first introduced. Furthermore a new ‘goal’ of practice was given in this doctrine. It was no longer enough simply to escape from the wheel of birth and death, but one must achieve full Buddhahood.
It was in this text also that prajna came into its own as the “mother of all Buddhas.” In the original eight-fold path of the Buddha, which formed a part of the four noble truths of early Buddhism, prajna was not mentioned. The last step of the eight-fold path was dhyana or samadhi. Moving prajna to the center of the stage was, as we shall see, a major change of direction.
One of the revolutions of the Prajnaparamita School was the replacement of the goal of the arhat with the goal of the Bodhisattva. The arhat was one who, through long cycles of existence, had so perfected himself that he was on earth for the last time. At the end of his current life he would reach nirvriti or blessed rest. Buddhists often referred to this as “getting off the wheel of birth and death” This was not the aim of the Bodhisattva of whom, on the contrary, in the Ratnagunasamcayagáthá it is said:
“Just so the Bodhisattva,
when he comprehends the dharmas as he should,
Does not retire into nirvriti (Blessed rest.)
In prajna then he dwells.”
Blessed rest, “nirvriti” in Sanskrit, is the Nirvána that excludes the world of suffering. What the new teaching declares is that salvation is to be found, not in escape from, but in the midst of, the difficulties of the world. One is reminded of the koan in which Zen Master Joshu, when still a novice, asks Nansen, “What is the Way?” And Nansen replies, “Everyday mind is the Way.” It is this understanding that is so important in the practice of Zen, as we shall see when we come to the Platform sutra and the Vilmalakirti sutras, both of which extol the virtues of ordinary, everyday, mind and therefore of lay practice.
In Hakuin’s Chant in Praise of Zazen, when he says “true self is no self, our own self is no Self,” he is giving the essence of the teaching, a teaching that Buddha summed up in one word, anatman. This same teaching is emphasized several times in The Diamond Sutra when it says, for example, “No Bodhisattva who is a real Bodhisattva cherishes the idea of an ego-entity, a personality, a being, or a separated individual.”
Furthermore, this new teaching of Prajnaparamita, instead of saying that one should be detached from worldly possessions and ties, insisted instead that all worldly ties are empty, and nowhere in the five skandhas (we shall come back to these in a moment) is there a place to rest. In other words, no attachment is possible because ultimately no thing exists to which one can be attached. This is anicca, the other basic teaching of Buddha. The sixth patriarch, Hui Neng, summed this up by saying, “From the beginning not a thing is.” The ultimate unreality of ‘being’, whether ‘out there’ or ‘in here,’ is emphasized in this sutra when it is said:
If for eons countless as the sands of the Ganges
The Leader himself would continue to pronounce the word ‘being’,
Still, pure from the very start, no being could ever result from his speaking.
In the Ratnagunasamcayagáthá and subsequently in the Prajnaparamita a further step yet was envisaged and that was to affirm that not even any transcendental wisdom could be attained.
“No wisdom can we get hold of, no highest perfection.
No Bodhisattva, no thought of enlightenment whatever.
No attachment is possible because nothing exists to which one can be attached, no-one who can be so attached, and no way to be attached.
No wonder then, that the sutra should say:
When told of this, if not bewildered and in no way anxious
A Bodhisattva courses in the Well Gone’s wisdom.
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
Mahayana or Hinayana?
According to the teaching of the Hinayana, samadhi was the ultimate goal. It was the eighth step on the eightfold path of the fourth noble truth. With the arrival of the Prajnaparamita School, a major shift in direction occurred in Buddhism from the search for ultimate samadhi to the search for full awakening as Buddha. As we also said in the opening chapter, the Theravadins, whom the Mahayanists refer to as the Hinayanists, have always claimed that, because the sutras on which their teachings are based came from the mouth of Buddha as remembered by Ananda, theirs is the true teachings of Buddha. The Mahayana sutras came long after the death of both Buddha and Ananda and so the Mahayana teaching, the Theravadins point out, could not have come from Buddha himself and so must be heretical. The Mahayanists have tried many different ways to make their teaching legitimate. This was hardly necessary because it is evident that the teaching is its own validation.
When Buddha left home and journeyed through the forest he met several teachers, each of whom taught him an increasingly subtle form of samadhi. It is said that Buddha became proficient in all this teaching but nevertheless refused to accept it as the ultimate way to salvation. Instead he continued with his search, suffered through years of ascetic practice and then, finally, while practicing zazen under the Bo tree, came to deep awakening. It was with this awakening that Buddha became satisfied his journey was at an end. Thus while for the Hinayanists, samadhi is the goal, for the Mahayanists nothing less than full awakening is sufficient, and this they say was obviously true for Buddha also.
Awakening or samadhi?
This debate between awakening and samadhi does not simply concern Buddhism alone, it pervades the spiritual endeavor of the whole of mankind. One way the debate can be expressed is by a question, “Is the ultimate in spiritual work a return to an eternal substratum of peace, an all pervading consciousness by which the whole universe is sustained, or is it necessary to go beyond even this substratum?” For example, Taoism, which it is felt contributed much to the development of Zen Buddhism, nevertheless subscribed to this incipient substratum. Tao-sin, the fourth Zen Patriarch, quoted Chu’ang-Tsu as saying that heaven and earth are one finger. “But,” Tao-sin went on to say, “according to the Sutra of the Word of the Law, Buddhists do not look upon one as one, because they wish to break with the relativity of number; it is the man of lesser intelligence who considers one as one. This is why I say that Chu’ang-Tsu still had a mind obstructed by the notion of one. Lao Tsu says that in the profound mystery lies a subtle spirit. This is because he keeps to the idea of an inner mind, even though his has let go of an outside. The Avatamsaka Sutra says, one must not be attached to duality, there is neither one nor two. The Vimalakirti Sutra says mind is neither on the inside nor on the outside nor between the two, it is our Intuition. Therefore I say that Lao Tsu stagnates in the mind and in consciousness.”
Another old master also criticized the Confucianists and the Taoists for maintaining a substratum of consciousness and serenity. He said that many sages wander astray by holding to on serene tranquility in themselves. “In my opinion,” this old master went on to say, “it is by maintaining tranquility that the Confucianists of the Sung dynasty became attached to the state of mind which did not allow any feeling of joy, anger, sadness or pleasure to arise. It is just by maintaining tranquility that Lao Tsu insists that one finally arrives at nothing and so comes to tranquility and serenity. The concentrated state at which the Arhats and Hinayanists arrive, as well as the fruit of their illumination, are also simply due to keeping to a state of tranquillity, and to that alone.”
Different religions have given different names to this substratum: God, Buddha, the Self, cosmic consciousness, the Higher self, atman and, in Zen Buddhism, Buddha-nature and so on. Generally speaking the Vedanta, early Buddhism, the Pure Land of the Mahayana subscribe to the idea of this substratum and this idea also pervades much of the Soto teaching of Zen. In the Christian tradition the poems of St. John of the Cross extol the virtues of what we are calling samadhi. Buddha, as we have just pointed out, refused to accept samadhi as the ultimate, and he underwent intense suffering rather than accept it as such.
All the above is well summed up in two poems that appear early in The Platform Sutra of Hui Neng. We shall consider this sutra in detail later but, even so, let us dwell on these poems for just a moment. One of them was written by the head monk of a monastery, the other by Hui Neng, who was resident at that monastery, and who was to become the sixth Zen Patriarch. The poems were written at the request of the abbot, the fifth patriarch, because he wanted to determine who should succeed him. He said that whoever wrote the poem that reflected the deepest attainment would succeed the patriarchate.
The head monk wrote:
The body is the Bodhi tree,
The mind is like a clear mirror,
At all times we must strive to polish it
And let no dust alight.
Many of us think like this; if only I could keep the mind pure and serene everything would be O.K. The dust that the head monk speaks of is the dust of thought and opinion, concept and idea, all of that rambling confusion that passes through our head throughout the day. What he is saying is a mind underlies all that we do and we must do our utmost to keep it clean, free of these dusts. It would then be like a mirror reflecting all without distinction. When Hui-Neng read the verse he realized that the Head Monk had not yet seen into the complete truth and so he also wrote a verse:
Bodhi originally has no tree,
The mirror also has no stand.
From the beginning not a thing is
Where is there room for dust?
Hui-Neng is saying that even a mirror, whether covered by dust or not, is still something and is therefore itself but dust. As he says, ‘from the beginning not a thing is.’ Another teacher said much the same thing in different words: “Emptiness itself is empty.”
The monk’s verse is said to be typical of the Northern School of Buddhism in Zen while Hui Neng’s verse expresses the Southern school. The first is the way of gradual awakening, the second the way of sudden, abrupt awakening. As we said just now, these are not simply asserting two different Chinese schools of Zen, but are representative of two basic, spiritual tendencies in human beings. Another way of putting this is to say that the religious life comes, to some extent, from the recognition that suffering is endemic to all existence. This suffering, in turn, arises out of a basic duality and, because of this, a yearning for unity arises, a unity that will enable us to transcend duality, and so be liberated from the suffering. Different religions have different ways and names but all seek in their own way a consummating unity. Some look for it in a transcendent God, others in a transcendent Self. Instead of seeking a transcendent unity, the Buddha's revolution completely cut through the very notion of duality itself saying that it arises simply from ignorance. The ‘cutting through’ is accomplished by ‘prajna,’ or, to say the same thing in slightly different words, prajna is awakening from the sleep of duality. Naturally each person has to find for him/herself this living resolution, and, because of our inherent inertia, arising from the illusion of duality itself, an ongoing tendency to revert to dualism reasserts itself again and again. Throughout the history of religion, including Buddhism, the basic teaching that is illusory, is rediscovered again and again dualism. The Prajnaparamita tradition was based upon one such rediscovery. Another is found with Bodhidharma’s arrival in China, a third with the awakening of Hui-Neng, and a fourth, this time in Japan, with Hakuin’s deep awakening and subsequent teaching.
The revolution of the Mahayana school, particularly that of the Prajnaparamita school, and of the Rinzai Zen Buddhism which is based upon it, turns away from any underlying unity in the form of a self or of a God. The revolution, basically, is expressed in the fourth of the four great vows of the Bodhisattva, “The Great Way of Buddha I vow to attain.” This is the vow to break through the supposed substratum which samadhi was said to reveal, and because of it prajna came to have supreme importance.
Prajna
Towards the end of the Prajnaparamita it says:
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.
It is by dwelling in prajna wisdom, not by dwelling in some blessed state of rest, that we may find an end to suffering. Just as full Buddhahood has, with the advent of the Mahayana, replaced samadhi as the ultimate goal of practice, so Prajna, which is often translated as wisdom, but which is better looked upon as arousing the mind without resting it upon anything, becomes the primary virtue and replaces 'dhyana'. It is as a consequence of prajna, the sutra tells us, that the Bodhisattva “saw the emptiness of all five skandhas.”[10]
Prajna is knowing that aroused, heightened, fulfilled, by being freed of all knowledge, of all that is known. Heightened knowing would be like drawing a sword from its scabbard. Nevertheless, when we talk about knowing, we must not infer a self that knows, nor something that is known. Prajna is knowing which is its own being. It is worth pointing out that this is the meaning of the word ‘bodhisattva’: bodhi means knowing, and sattva means being. In other words it is not that some one knows, (anatman) nor is it that something is known. (anicca).
As we pointed out towards the end of the last chapter, these two, ‘anatman’ and ‘anicca,’ are the two most basic principles of Buddhism and between them they cut through the belief in an enduring substratum. In saying that prajna is knowing which is its own being, or knowing-being, it must not even be inferred that knowing is an ever-abiding substratum that supports what is known. It is not a mirror that is there all the time. Dogen said that Buddha nature, what we are calling knowing being, is impermanent. This is implicit in the expression ‘knowing-being.’ It is because we believe we know something that knowing seems to be permanent. It is, furthermore, because knowing-being is not a substratum that it can be said that all things are empty.
As this is such a vital point it might be worth using an analogy to help clarify it further. We see a film: a man and a woman fall in love, they pass through various difficult experiences, they separate and are finally reunited. All of this occurs before our eyes. All of the passion, romance, the tension, terror and anger, the relief and love, all arise out of what is projected on to the screen. Yet what is really projected on to the screen is simply different intensities and modifications of light, light which comes from a projector. As we know, light is not ‘something,’ it is an ongoingness brought about by a passage of energy across a positive and a negative pole. The energy is analogous to what we have called knowing-being, the light is analogous to consciousness, the projected pictures are analogous to experience. The totality is what we call our life.
But where in all of this can something be found which endures? Someone might say that it is the energy that endures. But is energy something? As the physicist Arthur Young points out, in the world of light time, space, energy, or mass do not exist. He says that light is constant velocity that knows no rest.
We need not worry at the moment about what the connection is between light and prajna. We are using it only as an analogy. We are apt to say that what cannot be grasped by the senses, and cannot be measured in some way, does not exist, or has no reality. In our analogy it is precisely what cannot be grasped, the world of light, that is the basis of our experience, not the other way around. Likewise the Prajnaparamita would say that what has no form is the basis of form.
The essence of Buddhism then, according to the Prajnaparamita, is prajna, knowing ‘purified’ of all that is known. What does that word ‘purified’ mean here? Let us use another analogy, this time we can use the analogy of a mirror. A mirror and its reflections cannot be separated; we cannot put the mirror over here and the reflections over there. The mirror and the reflections are not the same, and it is possible to discern the mirror that lies “beyond” the reflections, in this way the mirror is ‘purified’ of its reflections. Suppose that you are looking at your face in the mirror, if you are a man perhaps while you are shaving, or if a woman while applying make up, you do not see the mirror, you just see your face. Nevertheless it is possible, so to say, to look through the reflections and study the mirror. Perhaps you might want to see if the mirror has a slight warp that could cause distortions. You will then see the mirror, not the reflections. One can say that the mirror and the reflections are in two different orders of reality. The mirror has one ‘reality,’ the reflections have another. The mirror, furthermore, could be said to be higher than or beyond the reflections.
In a similar way, knowing and what is known cannot be separated, although it is possible ‘to discern’ knowing beyond what is known. This discerning is what is called ‘waking up’. All that we know are reflections of knowing, and just as the mirror is not the reflections, so knowing is not what is known. This means that nowhere in all that is known or experienced can that which knows be found. Knowing occupies a different order to all that is known, it is higher than or beyond all that is known. We must be careful, as Hui Neng’s gatha made clear, that we do not take the analogy any further. Knowing is not a constant, underlying, substratum, it is not a being that knows. Knowing has no before or after. The alchemists used the symbol of a fountain
So ‘Prajnaparamita’ means to get to the other shore by way of prajna or, in other words, to get beyond knowing things to pure knowing (which means knowing without content.) In the first koan of a collection of koans called the Hekiganroku, or Blue Cliff Records, a conversation between an emperor, whose name was Wu, and Bodhidharma, the first Chinese Zen Patriarch, is recorded. The emperor asked, “What is your teaching?” And Bodhidharma said, “Vast emptiness and not a thing that can be called holy.” The emperor then asked, “Who are you?” And Bodhidharma declared, “Not-knowing,” usually translated as “I don’t know.” Vast emptiness without a thing that can be called holy, is not-knowing, and not-knowing, in this instance, means not knowing something, or, knowing without content or definition, vast emptiness. The problem with the word ‘vast’ is that it seems Bodhidharma is referring to an extended space. But what he means by ‘vast’ is no barriers, no obstructions of any kind. The mind does not rest upon anything.
~ ~ ~ * * *~ ~ ~
Chapter 4: Prajnaparamita Hridaya
Now that we have established a background, let us go on to talk about the Prajnaparamita Hridaya sutra in more detail. It begins with this sentence:
The Bodhisattva of Compassion from the depths of prajna wisdom
saw the emptiness of all five skandhas
As this is a sutra addressed to prajna, or wisdom, one must ask why does the sutra refer to the Bodhisattva of Compassion and not the Bodhisattva of Wisdom? Avalokita was the Bodhisattva of Compassion and Manjusri the Bodhisattva of Wisdom, that is prajna. Why is Avalokita the chief protagonist of the Prajnaparamita and not Manjusri? Manjusri was a chief protagonist of another sutra, The Perfection of Wisdom in Seven Hundred lines. Indeed, among the Wisdom sutras, it is only in the Heart Sutra that the Bodhisattva of Compassion appears. Why is this?
Compassion is essentially involvement. One of the unjust criticisms that one hears of Zen is that it is selfish. Is it not selfish, people ask, to be concerned with one’s own salvation, when so much suffering exists in the world? Yes indeed it is. But what is this “one’s own salvation”? Can I really practice Zen for my own salvation? Would not such a practice be based upon a fundamental contradiction. The reason for saying this is given in the next few lines: the ‘Bodhisattva, from the depths of prajna wisdom, saw the emptiness of all five skandhas.’ The five skandhas, as we shall see in a moment, are all that go into the make up of a human being. Prajna, let us remember, means to arouse the mind without resting it on anything. To arouse the mind in this way is itself “seeing into the emptiness of all five skandhas.” Zen master Hakuin, in his verses In Praise of Zazen, says the same thing in a slightly different way. He says that “true self is no-self, our own self is no-self.” Arousing the mind means no self to be awakened, no self to be saved. To see the emptiness of the five skandhas would be to see into the illusory nature of the self, the root and cause of selfishness.
One can only be completely involved after one has clearly seen that ‘true self is no self.’ The activity that leads to seeing this, far from being selfish, is the most unselfish activity of all. To see that true self is no self means that one must let go of the claim of “me first,” “I am important,” “I am the one who matters.” Of course people may substitute the cause, the flag, the family, the company, some ideal, or god, for the word “I,” but “I” lies behind and gives significance to all of these. As Nisargadatta Maharaj, the Indian sage who died in the early eighties, says, “Do not pretend that you love others as yourself. Unless you have realized them as one with yourself, you cannot love them.... Your love of others is the result of self-knowledge, not its cause. Without self realization, no virtue is genuine.” Self realization, let us repeat is the realization that true self is no self.
Compassion is possible when we are able to let the welfare of another be as important as our own welfare. It has been said that love is to be one with another in their joy, compassion to be one with another in their sorrow. In order to be compassionate, in order to let the welfare of another take precedence over one’s own welfare, the “one” that is oneself must be attenuated. While one is hard, forceful, predominant, selfishness will always be present. As one practices, as one sees into the emptiness of all five skandhas, so the heart begins to melt, the barriers separating one from others become increasingly transparent. In this way compassion is nurtured.
I remember having an interview with a Tibetan Lama during which I asked him, “What is Buddhism?” He answered that it is the development of wisdom and compassion. “How then,” I asked, “does one develop compassion?” “Through wisdom,” he replied. “How are we to develop wisdom?” He said, “By seeing that all things are empty”
By introducing the sutra from the point of view of the Bodhisattva of compassion, all of what we have said above is brought into focus.
The five skandhas.
The word skandha means, literally, ‘group,’ ‘aggregate’ or ‘heap.’ Perhaps the modern term ‘system’ would be the most appropriate, and these five skandhas make up what we call the person, or personality. In order they are: rúpa, vedaná, samjná, samskara, and vijnana. Rúpa means form. The word ‘form’ however should be understood in its widest context. It does not simply correspond with word ‘thing,’ but, instead, with anything that can be perceived, imagined or known. Vedaná could be translated as sensation. Samjná is sometimes used to mean perception but, because samjná literally means ‘knowing together,’ it might better be called idea.[11] Samskara sometimes means mental formations such as concepts and ideas, but the word really has more to do with the dynamic aspect of the ‘person’ and includes attention, volition, discrimination, concentration and so on, so it is more appropriately called ‘motivation.’ Vijnana means divided awareness (vi divided; jna awareness) or consciousness. It is a word that is used a lot in the Lankavatara sutra and we shall be coming back to it later on in the book.
When it is said that the Bodhisattva saw that the five are empty, it means that what we have looked upon as being an individual, a person, has no innate substance, no soul, spirit nor self. The characteristics of the skandhas are birth, old age, death, duration and change. In other words nothing abides, all is impermanent. I am reminded of the saying of Henri Bergson who said, “It is not so that things change. It is rather that things are change.” To say that the characteristics of the skandhas are birth, old age and so on is similar to saying that the five skandhas are without essence, that is without being (anicca) and so impermanent, without self (anatman) and so without a permanent “I” and are the cause of suffering (dukkha.)
The Bodhisattva of Compassion, from the depths of prajna wisdom, saw the emptiness of all five skandhas and sundered the bonds of suffering.
Again we return to the first noble truth of Buddhism : the basis of life is suffering. Suffering is intrinsic to the five skandhas because, although these are empty of self-nature, although they are impermanent, we behave as if a self-nature were inherent in them, and furthermore as if this self-nature were immortal. In other words, according to the second noble truth, our suffering arises because of desire, the desire to find a self-nature, to be someone, some-where for some reason. Furthermore we want all of this, not only for the time being, but for always. We want to be absolute, by which we mean to be eternally someone, somewhere, for some reason.
Buddha began his pilgrimage to the truth when he met the impermanence of the five skandhas in the form of a sick man, an old man and a dead man, the three testaments to our impermanence. At this time, when he met these three, Buddha was still clinging to the belief in a self and so was dismayed by what he saw. It is this suffering, this dismay, the sense of our utter vulnerability, the precariousness of our existence, and its apparent contingency, that drives us into practice.
These first lines of the sutra sum up the whole of practice, that is to say that we must see into the emptiness of all five skandhas and so sunder the bonds of suffering. People who are working on the koan Mu! or who are inquiring into “Who am I?” (in koan form this is “What was your face before your parents were born?) are taking the direct route to see into the emptiness of all skandhas. The Japanese word for ‘no-self’ is muga, but “mu!” is enough. Mu! is no-self, but ‘no!’ is enough. To ask earnestly, honestly and tirelessly, “Who am I?” melts down the illusion of the skandha shells and allows the light of truth to shine out.
Form here is only emptiness, emptiness only form.
Form is no other than emptiness, emptiness no other than form.
This is the very heart of the teaching: form is empty; emptiness is form. Emptiness is a key term in the Prajnaparamita. It is the counterpart to prajna. It is important, nevertheless, that one does not make the mistake of saying that prajna is ‘seeing into emptiness.’ ‘Seeing’ is already prajna and prajna is already emptiness. This is true also of hearing, tasting, feeling smelling, all are modes of knowing, of prajna and therefore all are empty. To say that prajna is seeing into emptiness makes something of both ‘seeing’ and emptiness. It is, to use an expression of the philosopher Whitehead, to commit the fallacy of misplaced concreteness. As we said earlier, the teaching of Buddhism is not a philosophy, it is not a metaphysics nor an epistemology. The word ‘emptiness’ is provisional and one can only use it truly if one can see that emptiness too is empty. In other words, emptiness has no ontological status and is not an absence. One commentator suggested that emptiness is the mode of being of form[12]. It might be truer to say that form has no mode of being of its own, that is why it is called empty.
When it is said that ‘form is empty’ we must not look upon the ‘is’ as the ‘is’ of identity. Form is not identical with emptiness. Form is form, emptiness is emptiness. Even so, form is empty. We can use again our analogy of a mirror: the mirror is its reflections, the reflections are the mirror. But the reflections are reflections, the mirror is the mirror. To say that the mirror is the reflection is to say that one cannot see the reflections without the mirror: one cannot see form without emptiness because, as we said above, the seeing is emptiness. Similarly it is in the nature of a mirror to reflect, the nature of knowing or seeing is to know, to see.
The statement ‘form is empty, emptiness is form’ must not be looked upon as a symmetrical statement. If, for example, I say that ‘A is B, B is A’ this statement is symmetrical - I am saying the same thing in two different ways. If I were to say ‘the reflection is the mirror’ I am saying something quite different than if I say that ‘the mirror is the reflection.’ The reflection is dependent upon the mirror for its very existence; the mirror is dependent on the reflection in order to be able to function as a mirror. The reflection is dependent upon something else, the mirror. The mirror is dependent upon its own self-nature, its potential to reflect.
In a similar way if I say ‘form is empty’ I mean that the form, to be that form, is dependent upon emptiness to be that form. If I see a tree, the form of the tree is dependent upon my seeing. The form of the tree is different if I see it from a helicopter a hundred feet in the air, to the form it has when I see it standing on the ground ten feet away, or when I see it having climbed into its branches. Seeing, as we have pointed out, is already emptiness, seeing is already prajna. This will become clearer when we consider other sutras. Although ‘seeing the tree’ is one seamless whole, nevertheless two different aspects are involved. There is ‘seeing’ and there is ‘the tree.’ To leave it just like that though would reduce the Prajnaparamita to an idealist philosophy. So it is said ‘emptiness is form.’ Another way of putting this is to say that knowing is dynamic, it has to know, if we are going to see we always have to see something! Trees, birds, roads, cars, factories, everything and anything are reflected without fail.
However, explanations fail to help us see into the real meaning of the phrase, emptiness is form; form is emptiness. To see into the truth that ‘form is emptiness’ requires a leap, or, to use an expression from the Prajnaparamita, it requires us to 'arouse the mind without resting it upon anything.’ As this leap lies at the very heart of the Prajnaparamita Sutras, Rinzai Zen as well as koan practice, let us take the time to make a short detour to see whether we can bring home a clearly more clearly what is involved in the leap.
Spiritual Irony
Form is emptiness, emptiness form is a kind of spiritual irony and an understanding of how irony is effective will help us to appreciate what is involved in this leap. Both the sutras and the koans are used to encourage students to make this leap and some parts of the sutras that we shall be studying, as well as Zen koans, in a way, can be called spiritual irony. We shall consider first an example of what we could call ‘ordinary’ irony and then consider a koan and show how what is true of ordinary irony is also true of spiritual irony as well. But we shall also want to show that, in addition, spiritual irony goes beyond ordinary irony.
An example of irony is the following. During the sixties a bumper sticker read, “An atomic war could ruin your whole day.” We must not overlook the ‘could’ in this warning. Most people would say that an atomic war would be the end of civilization as we know it, or even the end of the world. Why does this sticker simply warn us that “it could ruin our whole day”? A bride's day could be ruined if some paint were to be spilled on her bridal dress. An executive's day could be ruined if at the last minute some basic errors were to be found in a report that she or he was about to present to the board of directors. A golfer’s day could be ruined by an attack of bursitis. But an atomic war! Could anyone believe that an atomic war could ‘ruin our day’? ‘An atomic war’ and ‘a ruined day’ are incommensurate. But, of course, on the other hand, it would really ruin one’s day! But, even so, how can one say such a thing? As one ponders this saying one finds oneself caught up in a loop: it is foolish to say it, but it is true nevertheless; it is foolish to say it, but it is true nevertheless; it is foolish to say it... The only way out of the loop is by making a leap to a higher viewpoint. This is similar to the leap that one makes in looking at an ambiguous picture.

This is a picture of a young lady and an old lady.
To see the old lady and then the young lady, one ‘leaps’ from the viewpoint of the old lady to that of the young lady and vice versa. This leap, from picture to picture, is a leap sideways, it is a leap from one viewpoint to another, but at the same level at the same level. With irony, one leaps to a higher viewpoint.
Let us see more directly what this leap to a higher level implies. One gets out of the loop created by the bumper sticker, by saying, “Ah! It is being ironical. What it is really saying is that the end of civilization is coming at the speed of an express train yet this means about as much to you as stained dresses, erroneous reports and stiff arms; things that can ruin your whole day!” In other words, with irony, two incompatible ideas are brought together into a meaningful whole. We are uncomfortable with irony until we make the leap to a higher viewpoint, a leap that is accompanied by “Ah, I see what it means.”
When we explain irony in this way the explanation is clumsy, pedestrian. This is true if one tries to explain a joke. In irony, a great deal is said with very few words.
Let us now apply what we have said to a koan. A famous koan tells of a monk, Joshu, who after a long, dangerous, exhausting journey, met a Zen Master, Nansen, and asked him, “What is the Way?” Nansen replied, “Everyday mind is the way.” Everyday mind was the very mind that Joshu had traveled so far, and had endured so much difficulty, to escape. He had found this mind so painful, so difficult to negotiate, that he was prepared to travel a thousand miles to find a way out. When he asked Nansen, “What is the way?” he was asking, “How can I escape from the suffering involved in every day mind?” Yet Nansen replied, “Everyday mind is the way.” The bumper sticker, as we said, involved two ideas that were quite incompatible; inconceivable destruction and the banal possibility that one's day could be ruined. This koan likewise contains two incompatibles: the way to spiritual emancipation and everyday mind. The contradiction in the two ideas of the bumper sticker can be resolved by leaping to a viewpoint from which one can look down upon those who are so immersed in the pettiness of their daily concerns, that they do not see the train approaching at breakneck speed. The contradiction in the koan is also resolved by a leap. But the leap is made, not to another, more embracing, viewpoint, but to no viewpoint at all.
In another koan a monk goes to a master and asks, “Do not give me words, do not give me silence, what is the truth?” Some spiritual teachers, for example Sri Aurobindo, realizing the limitations of words, remain silent. But this monk with his question takes away the possibility of silence. Yet if one cannot use words, and this would included all forms of communication including dancing and gesture, and if one cannot use silence, then how is one to respond?
The Prajnaparamita says “Form is only emptiness.” In this saying two incompatible ideas are brought together: form and emptiness. We can resolve the contradiction by a leap, by “arousing the mind,” but the leap is to no viewpoint because the phrase goes on to say “Without resting upon anything.” In other words we must make a leap, not to another viewpoint, but to no viewpoint at all! But how could we do this? Would not no viewpoint be either a pure abstraction, or a leap into nonsense?
In order to answer this let us return to the bumper sticker. It does not say, “Wake up you fools, leave your petty bickering and infantile concerns, or else we shall all be destroyed.” On the contrary it just says: “An atomic war could ruin your whole day.” In other words irony demands a leap while refusing to take the leap. The explanations that I have given about this ironical statement have, to some extent, weakened it for the reader because I have, in a way, provided a ladder by which to escape. Even so, it is by demanding a leap to a unifying viewpoint but refusing to make this leap, and remaining with an implacable contradiction, that the strength of irony lies.
The Prajnaparamita says “form is only emptiness, emptiness only form.” We must not, as some scholars do, be taken in by this, any more than we should be taken in by the bumper sticker. The sutra is not saying form is identical to emptiness, and so whenever you come up against the word ‘emptiness’ you can substitute the word ‘form’, or vice versa.
In case the reader might think this trivial let us translate the statement of ‘emptiness is form’ using mind for emptiness and matter for form. It would now read, ‘mind is only matter,’ something that not a few modern scientists would agree with. It also says, “matter is only mind.” Not a few, including some other respected scientists, would agree with this also[13]. My guess is that these latter scientists are not taken in by the irony of existence, but are comfortable working within it. On the other hand, many scientists who claim mind is only matter, those for example doing research into artificial life, artificial intelligence, and the workings of the brain, are taken in by it. Just one example of this is Nobel prize winner, Francis Crick, who says, in an edition of The Scientific American, “your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and freewill, are in fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules,” He misses the irony and says, mind is matter, emptiness is form.
We shall see many examples of spiritual irony in what follows. Each example will demand that a leap be made, a leap to no-viewpoint, but a leap that , because it is not made wqill give the saying immense power.
Feeling, thought and choice, consciousness itself,
are the same as this.
Feeling, thought, choice and consciousness are the other four skandhas. Form is basic to them all. Feelings, thoughts, decisions, even consciousness are forms although of an increasingly subtle kind. If form is empty then feeling, thought, choice and consciousness are empty too. The five skandhas are analyzed at length in a famous Buddhist psychological text called the abhidharmakosa, and, as we shall see, the Prajnaparamita, in a way, appears to undermines its whole teaching. At least those who miss the spiritual irony, and who are taken in by it, might well believe that this is so. It is said in the abhidharmakosa that, because the self is a structure of five systems, it can have no abiding nature. But the Prajnaparamita is going further still by saying that even these five systems are without self-nature, that is, empty.
Dharmas here are empty, all are the primal void.
The word ‘dharma’ is one of those words for which it is almost impossible to find an English equivalent. In this instance the word could be translated as ‘phenomena.’ So, in other words, all things, all phenomena, are empty, all are the primal void.
None are born or die, nor are they stained or pure,
nor do they wax or wane.
These lines also seem to undermine another basic teaching of Buddhism, unless one bears in mind all that we said about spiritual irony. It is one of the basic axioms of Buddhism that everything that has form was born, is destined to grow old, decline and die. Furthermore it seems evident that they are either pure or defiled. Yet the Prajnaparamita says that the dharmas are not born, they do not grow, nor decline, neither do they die, and this is so because they are empty.
A koan in the Hekiganroku tells of a master and disciple who go to pay their respects to another disciple who had just died. When they arrived at the house in which the dead man was lying, the disciple tapped the coffin and asked the master “Alive or dead?” The master said “I won’t say! I won’t say!” One might well ask how it is possible for the Prajnaparamita to say that things do not come into and go out of existence. It seems so obvious that they do; we are alive or dead. In the same way one must ask why the master says, “I won’t say I won’t say!” Why does he do this when it seems the answer is so patently obvious? Surely it must be one or the other? Is an alternative to alive or dead possible, is an alternative to being or not being possible, or something or nothing? Is an alternative possible? Dogen says “Once firewood is reduced to ashes, it cannot return to firewood; but we should not think of ashes as the potential state of firewood or vice versa. Ash is completely ash and firewood is firewood. Similarly when people die, they cannot return to life; but in Buddhist teaching we never say that life changes into death.” In other words we cannot blur the lines between life and death, even with such myths as reincarnation, and heaven. These too are forms; these too are empty. If we take away life and death, something and nothing, being and not being, what is left? It is this that the sutra is pointing us towards. ‘Beyond’ something and nothing is emptiness; ‘beyond’ being and not being is knowing. Does a dog have a Buddha nature? It seems that the answer must be yes or no. Joshu says “No!” but this “No!” is not a negation but a fulfillment. What then is beyond life and death? If dharmas are not even born nor do they die, what remains?
So in emptiness no form, no feeling, thought or choice,
nor is there consciousness.
Once again it is emphasized, no form, feeling, thought or choice, indeed no consciousness even. In such a short and compact sutra a repetition like this means that what is being said must be very important indeed.
No eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, mind;
We chant the Prajnaparamita sutra repeatedly during retreats or sesshins as they are called in Japan. But how many people taking part in the sesshin, chanting the sutra, ever ask themselves about these words, how many ask what they mean? A young monk asked his preceptor one day, after the two had chanted the Prajnaparamita together, “I have a nose, ears, eyes; why is it that the Prajnaparamita says no ears, eyes, nose?” His preceptor replied, “Your question is too deep for me. I shall have to introduce you to a Zen master.” If I should ask someone, “Is the room we are in at the moment real?” the answer almost always would be “Yes!” Similarly if I ask, “Who are you?” many people will reply, “I am the body.” All of this seems self-evident. But if I then ask, “How do you know it is real, how do you know you are the body?” the person will say, “Because I see it and can touch it.” But the Prajnaparamita says no eye exists with which to see, no hand with which to touch, no body that one can be.
People may often then retreat and say, ‘I am the mind.’ When one uses this word ‘mind’ what is it that one refers to? I am not asking how the dictionary defines the word, but what is the subjective experience of mind? Such a question offers an interesting challenge. How do we get outside the mind to study the mind? Another interesting dialogue, which has also been made into a koan, appears in the Mumonkan in which the second patriarch, Hui K’o asks Bodhidharma, “Your servant’s mind knows no peace. I beg you, please give it peace.” Bodhidharma said, “Bring me your mind and I will set it at peace.” Hui K’o replied. “I have searched for my mind everywhere but cannot find it anywhere.” How does one get outside the mind to find the mind?
No ignorance or end of it nor all that comes of ignorance:
Ignorance is one of the three klesás or ‘sins’ of Buddhism, to use a rough translation of this word. The other two are anger and greed. The principle klesá, or ‘the original sin,’ is ignorance. This, it is said, is the root from which the tree of self, personality and selfishness grow. Cut this root and one is free. But how does one cut the root?
What ignorance means is put succinctly by a basic koan: “Who am I?” It is because we cannot truly answer this question that all our troubles start. This is so, not because we cannot answer it but, what is more important, we do not even know how to ask it. Invariably one asks “Given that I am, then what, or who, am I?” ‘Given that I am’ is ignorance, because this implies that I am something. ‘Ignorance’ and the assumption that ‘I something’, which is taken for granted and rarely examined, are not two.
The Prajnaparamita goes much further than simply saying that the root cause is ignorance, it also says that ignorance is empty. How do you get rid of ignorance? It is not by study and application, nor is it by meditation or concentration or even contemplation. These may prepare the ground work, bring you to the door, even perhaps open the door, but one still must enter. Another question, similar to asking how one gets rid of ignorance, is, ”How do you get rid of the fairy who is not in the corner?” By seeing that no fairy stands in the corner. Paradoxically it is only by seeing illusory nature of ignorance that one can get beyond ignorance. So no ignorance, no end of it, nor consequences that flow from it.
No withering, no death.
When Buddha saw the sick man, the old man, and the dead man this set him on the Way. But the Prajnaparamita says that no withering occurs, nor can one die. Step by step, it seems, the Prajnaparamita refutes the whole of Buddha’s teaching. In a similar way it seems that Joshu, when he replies to the monk’s question about whether the dog has a Buddha nature, is also refuting the most basic teaching of Buddha, who at the time of his great Awakening exclaimed “Wonder of wonders, all beings are endowed with the Buddha nature.” Hakuin Zenji in his verse, “In Praise of Zazen,” echoes this exclamation when he says “From the beginning all beings are Buddha.” Yet Joshu, in response to the monk’s question, says no Buddha-nature. Joshu’s “Mu!” which means “No!” is the same as saying ‘no eye, ear, nose, tongue and so on.’ It is the same no as in ‘no withering no death nor end to them.’ Even so, we cannot simply take Joshu’s “Mu!” literally.
Quite likely, when this dialogue took place, Joshu was already an old man who had worked on himself for a long lifetime, which means that it is unlikely that he would contradict one of the most profound insights of Buddha. What can Joshu mean? On another occasion, in reply to the same question, “Does a dog have Buddha nature he replied “Yes!” We have already encountered a similar situation to this when we referred to spiritual irony. A “Yes!” that means “No!” a “No!” that means “Yes!” The discussion on spiritual irony has shown the way to enter into Joshu’s “Mu!” and into the Prajnaparamita’s ‘no eye, ear, nose, tongue’ and also into ‘no withering no death.’ Joshu’s Mu is not nonsense.
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