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Preface

 


For the most part what appears in the
following is a collection of stories, articles, talks and
interviews that I have used and given over the past 30 years as
teacher and director of the Montreal Zen Center. A few date before
this time. The book is intended for everyone, not simply for those
interested in Zen Practice although I have frequently addressed the
question of practice throughout the book.

Some of this material, specifically The Life
of Buddha: the life of everyone, Shrinking Zen, and, A Sesshin have
appeared in print before in the Rochester Zen Center magazine Zen
Bow of which I was at the time the editor. The Return to the One is
an edited version of a talk given at Frostburg Community College,
on the occasion of a Festival of India that was held there.
Christian Love and Buddhist Wisdom: The Heart Sutra, is an edited
version of talks that I gave at a colloquium convened by the
Faculty of Religion at Queen’s University, Kingston.

Some of the material has also appeared
before in the magazine of the Montreal Zen Center, Zen Gong.

The talk reproduced in part four, A Sesshin
is a much-edited version of teishos, talks given during sesshins,
or retreats, held at Montreal. I have added considerably to them
and changed the style of presentation to make them accessible to
the public at large and not simply people who practice Zen and are
familiar with the idiom of the teisho.

 


Note on the stories.

All the stories and anecdotes are told with
a view to practice. They are not told simply because they are
amusing or interesting. By struggling to understand their relevance
to spiritual practice, perhaps you will gain an insight into
yourself.

Finally, I should like to express my
gratitude once more to the Rochester Zen Center for their kind
permission to include their chanting version of the Prajnaparamita
Hridaya, the Chant Kanzeon, and The Four Vows.
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 The story of a
monk

 


This is the story of a monk. It tells of why
he became a monk, of the sufferings he endured, and of his great
enlightenment. Although this monk lived twenty-five hundred years
ago this story is not simply history. If it were so it would have
no relevance to those who are caught up by the most vital of
questions.

Let us tell the story first and then see how
it can be shown to go far beyond the mere tale of a man long
dead.

Twenty-five hundred years ago a child was
born, the son of a King in India. At his birth the seers foretold
he would grow up to be either a king or a monk. His father, not
wanting his son to have to endure the hardship of an ascetic's
life, and also wanting to ensure the continuance of his line,
shielded the child from the troubles of life and gave him all the
security and pleasures that money could buy.

The child, called Gautama Siddhartha, grew
up to be an accomplished man, capable in the arts and sciences of
his time. In due course he married and had a child. But he grew
restless and felt bound by the pleasures his father lavished upon
him. He wanted to see more of life than that enclosed by the walls
of the villas in which he lived. He summoned his charioteer and
rode into the rough and tumble world of the common man, and in that
world encountered a sick man, an old man and a dead man.

He was confounded by the encounters and
asked his charioteer to explain their meaning. He was told that
this was the lot of all and that none could escape these three:
sickness, old age and death. His mind foundered in turmoil but,
confused and lost, he had yet one more encounter - this time with a
monk. Inspired by the deep serenity and peace of mind pervading
this man, Gautama vowed he too would become a monk.

One night, bidding farewell to his wife and
child while they slept, he stole away into the forest to become a
wandering ascetic, cutting off his hair, symbolizing the severance
of all worldly ties. He studied with the forest sages, but, after
learning all they had to offer, he still felt dissatisfied and
without rest. He traveled on and met some ascetics and, joining
them, practiced all the ascetic trials. He starved himself and
inflicted many different kinds of torment on his person. In the end
and near to death he remembered a time when he watched his father
plough. At that time he had become one with all the strain and
suffering of the world. Remembering this experience and how it had
opened the door to a deep awareness of unity, he resolved to stop
his ascetic practice, which could only lead to death, and seek
oneness anew.

At that very moment a girl, Nadabala the
cowherd, was passing by and, seeing Gautama weak through lack of
food, she gave him some goat's milk to drink. Revived, Siddhartha
then went on, seeking a suitable place to meditate. He came upon
the Bo tree. Sotthiya, a grass cutter passing by, gave him some
grass on which to sit. Gautama took the grass and spread it under
the tree. Then, taking his seat, he vowed: "Though my flesh wither
and drop from my bones, though my bones be crushed, my blood dry up
and turn to dust, never will I stir from this seat until I reach
full enlightenment.” Then, throughout the long night he was tempted
by Mara. At dawn he looked up at the morning star; suddenly he
became fully awakened and cried, "Wonder of wonders, all beings are
endowed with Buddha-nature."

 


Commentary:

How are we to interpret this story? As an
historical or biographical account of a monk's life? Or does it
have some other value? Gautama Siddhartha, who became Shakyamuni
Buddha, was undoubtedly a most remarkable man. Alone he brought
about a great spiritual revival that was to transform parts of
India, Tibet, China, South East Asia, Korea, Japan, and now, who
knows, perhaps North America also. Even after twenty-five hundred
years his teachings are still vital and, many would say, it is the
only valid way for us to find a path through our technological
stupor to find wholeness and meaning. The life story of such a
great man would be interesting, full of drama and perhaps even
inspiring. It could make a great subject for research and study.
But, in the end, if that were all it is - the story of a great man
- would it not have but very limited value?

The great and fundamental teaching of
Buddhism is that all is One - there is no Other. Oneness is the
goal, the means and the consequence. In Oneness we start the
journey, in Oneness we continue, and in Oneness we end. Undivided,
forever at home, we are nevertheless captivated by the illusions
that rise out of the waves of the mind, and in this captivation
Oneness is seemingly shattered like the reflection of the moon,
disturbed by the wind, is scattered and spread throughout the
surface of a pond.

Buddha's last words to his closest disciples
were:

 


"Be islands unto yourselves, be a refuge to
yourselves; do not take to yourselves any other refuge. See truth
as an island, see truth as a refuge. Do not seek refuge in anyone
but yourselves."

 


It is by becoming a refuge to oneself, by
not seeking truth outside, and letting go of the mirage of the
Other, that the winds die down and wholeness becomes apparent, and
the shattering is seen as an illusion.

As the life story of a great man, the story
is of little value. Indeed, however great his truth and wise his
teaching, if he is exalted and worshipped this in itself could
become the greatest and most impenetrable barrier blocking out
forever the very freedom that he strove so hard to make known to
us. To seek to ‘imitate’ Buddha, to try to be ‘like’ Buddha, would
be like cutting off your feet while learning to walk, or putting
out your eyes while trying to see. Raising Buddha up on a pedestal,
seeing him as unique among men, incomparable, unapproachable,
otherworldly, is to open a chasm of unfathomable depths in the very
ground upon which you stand. Religion is considered by many to be a
harbor or refuge to shield one from the storms of life. A great
Bach cantata rings out in triumph: "A mighty fortress is our God.”
But this is not the way of Zen; every harbor eventually becomes a
stagnant backwater, every fortress a prison.

With this in mind one may well ask, what
then is the value of this life of Shakyamuni? Zen Master Mumon
said, "You who realize enlightenment will be able to say: Were the
honored Shakyamuni and the great Bodhidharma to appear, I would cut
them down instantly, demanding: Why do you totter forth? You are no
longer needed.” With such an ultimate aim in view, why worry about
this story?

It is because the life of Gautama is the
life of Everyone, of you and me, whether man or woman. In this lies
its great inspiration.

 


Twenty-five hundred years ago a child was
born, the son of a king.

Both the Lotus Sutra of Buddhism and the New
Testament of Christianity tell the same parable, the parable of the
Prodigal son. It reads roughly as follows: There was once a son of
a king who left home and wandered far away. In wandering he
gradually lost all but the faintest memory of his origins. He fell
on hard times and became a beggar. To support himself he looked
after pigs that belonged to another, sharing the acorns and husks
they were given to eat. The day came when, out of the very depths
of his despair and misery, the memory of who and what he was
suddenly revived and became a compelling force in his life. He left
the sties and returned home to his father.

Each of us is the son or daughter of a king,
and each is heir to a kingdom, which is no less than the whole
universe itself. The king is Oneness, the true nature of each of
us, and each of us wanders far from our true home. Our true nature
is our Buddha-nature. 'Buddha' means awakened and implies 'knowing'
in itself. Because there is no 'other', because 'from the very
beginning of things' we do not basically know 'something', because
knowing and being are not separate, there is nothing to know and
nothing that knows. Because this is so, all is contained in knowing
and nothing lies outside: we are whole and complete, this very mind
is Buddha. The whole world is a kingdom and the whole world is
king.

 


At his birth wise men foretold that he would
grow to become either a king or a monk.

We are not one, we are not two, although
these two, Oneness and twoness, are like the two faces of a coin
which is one whole. At birth we have the potentiality to be a king
or a monk and the basic struggle and war that tears us throughout
our lives is between these two faces. When we reach out to conquer,
to act in the world, something within seems denied. When we turn
inward seeking truth and reality then we feel the waste of passing
time, we get restless. We reach a point where no matter what we do
we feel we should be doing something else. One of the most
pervasive and poignant feelings that floods many is that somehow
life is passing them by. Those who are caught up in life's affairs
often yearn after a world of solitude, of peace and tranquility.
Those who live withdrawn from the world often long for action and
busyness. While the king stalks and storms across new realms of
being, the monk lies distraught, shriveled through lack of food and
sunlight; while the monk penetrates ever deeper into the realm of
knowledge and wonder, the king languishes limp and spineless, his
vigor spent, his adventurous spirit timorous and hesitant. It is as
though at our birth we are mortally wounded.

 


His father, not wanting his son to have to
face the hardship of ascetic life and wanting to ensure the
continuance of his line...

This is the role that parents assume: the
protectors. A baby is born; it is weak and helpless, but endowed by
nature with one deadly weapon - the smile. We may live a rambling
life, wandering dissolute and not caring too much about anything.
We marry and then a baby is born. At first it is almost a vegetable
- wet and cantankerous. But with its smile it holds hostage the
whole life of mother and father. They work, labor and suffer, to
maintain that smile. The smile that brings the whole world into one
radiance. The smile of a baby is without guile or conceit and
through it we glimpse once more our awakened nature, our own life
of Oneness.

It is natural that Suddhadana, Gautama's
father, should want to shield his son from a life of privation and
asceticism. There is no suffering quite as hard to bear as the
suffering of one's own child. One's own suffering can be struggled
with, seen through, used as a source of energy, transmuted. The
suffering of one's spouse is worse, but you can talk together,
console and encourage, or together walk through the valley. But
when the child lies there in pain, mute and patient though
perplexed and afraid, what do you do? How to bring back the smile?
It is said with truth that children are hostages to fortune. One
worries that they may go astray, they may get onto the wrong path,
that they may end up doing the same foolish things, stumbling into
the same ditches and falling over the same rocks as one did
oneself. "Your child will grow up to be successful, strong, admired
by all, in a position of great power - or it may be a nothing,
unknown, poor, ridiculed, and humiliated, searching for that which
the immortals themselves could never find." It is natural that
Suddhadana should not want his son to be an ascetic.

 


He shielded the child from the troubles of
life and gave him all the pleasures that money could buy.

This is the great tragedy: in the great love
we have for our children, we deny them suffering. We lavish on them
all that we can afford and the child sooner or later grows up to
hate us and accuses us of being phony. The trouble is that he or
she is right: a life without acknowledged suffering, one that is
lived in the pretense that pain and anxiety, humiliation, fear,
despair and guilt, sickness and disease, injury and death, are
accidents or the visitation of some malevolent force, is at best a
half life, half death. We compound our fault by giving the child
what it wants, often to avoid the hassle that will follow if we
don't. Our whole society is like this. We are like children who now
turn and hate the parent who has provided drugs to protect us from
the pains of life, has turned death into an unreal phantom; who has
provided us with ready-made Technicolor dreams in boxes that we can
set up in a living room of soft, plush furniture; who has provided
us with oranges and bananas in mid winter and honey all the year
round; has given us wheels to roll us, and wings to fly us to
beaches and sun and fun and sea. Indeed we have all the pleasures
money can buy. But we have learned to hate doctors, hate
supermarkets, hate cars and airplanes, TV and cinema. The tragedy
is that the tragedy is endless and enacted in the name of love.

 


The child called Gautama Siddhartha grew up
to be an accomplished man capable in the art and sciences of his
time.

One of the most common beliefs of those who
do not practice a religion is that those who do are somehow
incompetent. They are considered dropouts who seek religion as a
solace, as an escape from the hard facts of life because they
cannot cope. Undoubtedly there are many who do use religion as an
escape. But do not many others likewise use work, sex, friendship,
in fact almost anything, as a shield against the pain of their
lives? But because some do so, it does not mean that all do so.
Because some use work to avoid facing their problems, it does not
mean that all who work are workaholics. It is clear from the
stories that have come down to us that Shakyamuni was not one who
could not cope.

However, at the same time we must be careful
not to make the mistake of believing that aptitudes and abilities
as the world knows them are requirements for 'progress' on the
spiritual path; nor that they are the outcome of work upon oneself.
Our skills and abilities are given to us - they unfold like the
petals of a flower unfold. Sometimes the circumstances are right
and everything flows and we like to believe that we are the
authors. At other times nothing goes right. We struggle and strain,
work and toil, but nothing fits and everything keeps falling apart.
Then we prefer to believe that we are victims of a fate over which
we have no control.

 


In due course he married and had a
child.

Thus the round is now complete. Starting as
a child, one becomes a parent. Starting as the protected, one
becomes the protector. The wheel of life is inexorable, it goes
around and we, caught up and enmeshed in that wheel, go around with
it.

Some say that, at his birth, Buddha was
aware that he had a great mission to fulfill and that his early
life was lived in full consciousness of this mission. But the facts
suggest otherwise. Gautama got married - he pursued the course of
Everyman. He married for all the reasons that men and women marry,
and when he married he probably committed himself to the marriage
believing that in this way he could reach final happiness.

It is a truth that is sometimes difficult to
accept that wealth and contentment are quite unrelated to each
other. "If only I had more money," "a different home," "a better
job," "a more understanding spouse," "more clothes,”.... the list
is endless. George Bernard Shaw is reputed to have said that the
value of a university education is that it shows us nothing is lost
by not having had one. The same could be said for all wealth. One
can have plenty of money and still feel that one lacks; one can
have a good job and still feel unchallenged; one can have a
wonderful marriage with beautiful children and still be gnawed by
loneliness; have considerable talent and still feel inferior. All
of this we know. We have seen that time and again we have been
taken in by the illusory promise of satisfaction, and yet still we
are sucked in by the next dream we happen to fall victim to.

 


But he grew restless and felt bound by the
pleasures his father lavished upon him and wanted to see more of
life than that enclosed by the walls of the villas in which he
lived.

It is said that if nature is thrown out of
the front door, she comes back in through the window. To believe
that we can shelter others or ourselves from the suffering of life
is foolish. At one time a businessman happened to hear that Yama -
the god of death - was coming for him the next day. The man started
to shake and perspire and wring his hands and did not know what to
do. Eventually he hit upon a solution. If Yama were coming for him,
then he would not be there when Yama came. He would travel to a
distant country and hide among the people there and Yama would
never find him. So he bought an airline ticket, boarded the plane
and soon found himself being pushed along in the crowds of the
country to which he had fled. As he struggled in the crowd he
looked up, and there coming towards him with a broad smile was
Yama. "Ah! there you are," said Yama. "We have an appointment for
today and I was just wondering how I would ever get to your house
in time. But now here you are!"

The best laid schemes of mice and men often
go awry, as the Scottish poet, Robert Burns, said. Not because
there is anything inherently wrong with the plan. The mice that
Burns came across in the field he was ploughing had chosen the
perfect spot for their nest and had built their nest with the
greatest care. But there was another plan, the farmer wanted to
harvest his crop and in doing so he turned up the mice's nest and
destroyed their plan.

Each of us is subject to our karma, that is,
subject to the totality of forces that we set in motion moment by
moment with every act, choice and decision we make. Sometimes these
forces are long in catching up, sometimes scarcely have we sown the
seed than we are reaping the whirlwind. There is an inexorable law
that is higher than any effort we may make on our own or another's
behalf to subvert it. For everything there is a cause and for every
cause there is an effect.

 


And so he grew restless.

The itch that itches is the way one teacher
put it. It is like the itching of chilblains - the more we scratch,
the worse it gets. This restlessness is the precursor to the real
search. In our very depths something stirs. We are amazed that
everyone is not equally restless. Values that we once held dear,
activities that we enjoyed, ideas that we flirted with, all turn to
dust and ashes. The restlessness gets panicky and we see things
that we had overlooked before. They stare us in the eye and we know
that we cannot hide from them anymore. For the moment they are
Reality, while everything else is but flickering shadows.

 


He summoned his charioteer and rode into the
rough and tumble world and in that world encountered a sick man, an
old man and a dead man.

Sickness, old age and death - the inevitable
lot of all people. How we try to shield ourselves from these
specters! We like to believe that these are accidents that happen
only to others. Sickness is an interruption in living, something we
do not always have time for. Old age can be bought off with
cosmetics, exercises, plans and optimism. Death can be buried under
elaborate rituals, expensive accessories, and beautiful flowers.
But still these three make themselves known - a twinge here, a
sudden pain there, and we are staring down the red throat of
Yama.

A new syndrome seems to be making itself
known; it afflicts people typically at the age of forty. Sometimes
later, sometimes earlier, but always it has the same components.
The person feels completely at sea, without any support. All
compensations seem to shrivel and one is faced with death. One sees
the inevitability of old age leading to death, and dreads sickness
that will be the precursor of old age. Jung has said that the
neurosis of the young person arises from the fear of life, but the
neurosis of a person past forty arises from the fear of death. Not
all are affected by this syndrome, but wealth, power, skills or
vitality are no safeguard against it. About the age of 40 many do
foolish things: they give up secure jobs and start new careers;
they divorce mates they have loved and lived with for years; they
develop strange neuroses, some even drop dead. For years they have
avoided an encounter with the apocalyptic trio by swift footwork,
moving, bobbing and weaving; plans, goals, and objectives have
mortgaged the future until they run out of time...

 


Finally he met a wandering monk.

What an encounter that was! Had that monk
not taken that route, how different might the history of the world
have been. But that encounter was determined before time; it was
Buddha's karma - our karma.

The most terrible suffering is useless
suffering. The suffering of cows, horses, dogs, squirrels,
elephants, crocodiles, this is terrible because it seems so
useless. But suffering in human beings may be followed by an
encounter with a monk, with a holy man, with a man who has given up
everything in the certain knowledge that he can, and will, find the
truth. Suffering prepares the way for that encounter, and provided
the suffering is taken in, provided it is intentional, the
encounter with the monk is inevitable because the monk is none
other than the call of our true nature.

 


One night he bade farewell to his wife and
child while they slept and stole away into the forest to become a
wandering ascetic.

This was the way it was done in India and is
still done to this day. As an example of this, J.G. Bennett, the
British mathematician and philosopher and student of Gurdjieff, has
written of his encounter with Shivapuri Baba, an Indian ascetic,
who died in the late 1950's at the age of 132. Shivapuri Baba left
home at the age of 18 and was in the forest for twenty-five years,
alone, before coming to a great awakening. Incidentally, after his
awakening he said that he rehabilitated himself into society and
then at the age of 60 walked around the world and visited a great
number of eminent people of the day.

Ramana Maharshi is another who at the age of
seventeen and after a great awakening also left the home of his
parents to travel to Mount Arunachala, where he remained for the
rest of his life.

But stories such as this must be understood
very carefully. It was not a question of abandoning wife and family
or mother and father. Some people, who misunderstand the intention
and mind-state of Buddha, wonder how an apparent act of
irresponsibility could have a worthwhile outcome. The law of karma
rules that from an evil action evil will sooner or later flow. But
Buddha's act was fully in accord with his karma. His wife and
family were well cared for. People who wrestle and worry about
leaving home or giving up a job or starting something new, are most
likely not ready for the move.

Other societies, particularly those with
less hospitable climates, do not have this tradition of going into
the forest and simply living off the earth. But it is not the fact
of leaving home that is so important. It is the act of
renunciation. To start seriously along a spiritual path it is of
fundamental importance that one 'renounces the world'. This can be
done even though there is no obvious change in routine or activity.
The act of renunciation is made when one sees unequivocally that
the 'world' and all that it stands for cannot assuage one iota the
anguish of the spirit. One sees right through the world and for a
while stands naked and alone. William James says that the religious
path starts with a cry for help. The moment of renunciation can be
a terrible moment and one feels so powerless, so alone, that one
cries out for some support. Try as one may, one cannot recant.
Something is destroyed at that moment which can never be replaced.
One must now go forward relentlessly or fall from the human
scene.

 


He studied with the forest sages, but after
learning all they had to offer, he still felt dissatisfied and
without rest.

His teachers were Alara Kalama, Rama and
Uddaka. The first, Alara, taught a way to reach the Realm of the
Void, but no further. Rama took Buddha farther to the realm where
there is no more perception of anything, and Uddaka was able to
take him further, but very little. The realm of the Void and the
Realm where there is no perception are still in the realm of
consciousness and form, in short, the realms of samadhi, they are
still based upon something that knows the void or has gone beyond
perception. There is no ultimate security in this. There are many
forms of meditation that can take us out of ourselves, so to speak.
Some require great discipline and effort. But liberation is only
true liberation when it manifests in our everyday life. "What is
truth?" someone asked Joshu. "When I'm hungry I eat, when I'm tired
I sleep.” Mind states that are exalted, full of glory, light and
hosannas are but the peak of the roller coaster that in no time
plunges to the bottom. Psychic states held tenuously in silence and
isolation are simply mental gymnastics, and just as the practice of
physical gymnastics does not bring ultimate peace, so mental
pyrotechnics, ESP, levitation and psychic states generally are of
no value in leading us to the Great Liberation.

 


He traveled on and met some ascetics, and
joining them he practiced all the ascetic practices.

How often does one see this: life is
unsatisfactory, so some ascetic practice is carried out; most
frequently some form of fasting or breath control is undertaken.
Gautama practiced for six years and reached a point where he was
eating but one grain of rice each day. But there are degrees of
asceticism and undoubtedly the stabs at dieting that so many
undertake and the jogging epidemic that has infected America are
also but ersatz ascetic practices carried out for lack of a true
understanding of how to practice spiritual discipline.

Even zazen practiced outside the guidance of
an experienced teacher can degenerate into a subtle form of
asceticism. There is the famous mondo between Nangaku and Baso:

Nangaku observed Baso practicing zazen and
asked him what he was doing. Baso replied that he was trying to
become a Buddha. Nangaku seized a tile and started to grind it on a
rock. This time it was Baso's turn to ask Nangaku what he was
doing. Nangaku said that he was polishing it to make a mirror.

"How should polishing a tile make it a
mirror?” Baso asked.

"How could sitting make a Buddha?" retorted
Nangaku.

Baso then asked: "What should I do
then?"

Nangaku replied: "If you were driving a cart
and it wouldn't go, would you whip the cart or the ox?"

Baso made no reply.

The point of the story is not - as some
would believe - to give up zazen, but rather to give up using zazen
as a form of asceticism. In practicing asceticism we simply tear at
the twigs and branches while the root flourishes all the more.

 


In the end and near to death he remembered a
time when he watched his father and the workers plough. At that
time he became one with all the strain and suffering of the
world.

The enlightenment before enlightenment. The
sudden, unbidden taste of freedom that settles for a moment then
flies away like a startled bird. It is surprising how many people
have had this taste. It comes in all kinds of ways: in the evening
on a holiday, listening to music, falling in love, in a moment of
intense grief, in sickness, in a moment of profound pity. It
comes... and is gone. It is so familiar and yet breathtaking in its
freshness. One looks through a crack in existence for a flash, but
it is enough. The time will come when this encounter matures and,
like a lodestone, acts as a guide and more and more our tendencies
turn in one direction until finally we are carried forward as if by
an irresistible force, to seek awakening.

 


Remembering this experience and how it
seemed to open the door to a deep awareness of unity, he resolved
to give up his ascetic practices which could only lead to death and
seek to reawaken to this oneness.

This is a great moment. For Buddha once was
enough; but others, as time and again they fall back from the
truth, time and again must they reawaken to the uselessness of all
their self-inflicted pains. With a touch of truth everything
becomes so simple and obvious. One wonders how one could have got
so thoroughly lost; but again and again we crash off into the
tangled undergrowth of brambles and briars, blindly trying to force
a way through to where there is no need to go. So often do we hear
"give up your striving," "don't disturb the mind," "just put down
your burden," but as often we adopt techniques, ways, we try this
or push that, think this or do that. It is by letting go of
everything, by the total sacrifice of all, even that which we prize
most - our practice of spiritual discipline - that our deepest
intuition can be awakened and through this awakening the veil of
duality pierced.

 


At that very moment a girl, Nadabala the
cowherd, was going by and, seeing Gautama weak through lack of
food, gave him some goat's milk to drink. Revived, Siddhartha then
went on in search of a suitable place to meditate. He came upon the
Bo tree. Sotthiya, a grass cutter, passing by, gave him some grass
on which to sit.

Roshi Kapleau in the Three Pillars of
Zen says, "You can rely on this: once you enter upon the
Buddha's way with sincerity and zeal, Bodhisattvas will spring up
everywhere to help you.” So often one no-mindedly resolves to
liberate oneself and then the help of others appears naturally and
without effort. This is not an example of the power of positive
thinking, but quite the opposite. Once we have surrendered our
willfulness and sacrificed our dearest barriers to awakening, we
are open to the whole world and in this state of oneness we
naturally have what is necessary. Bodhisattvas are often considered
in Buddhism to be exalted beings that are next only to Buddha
himself. But in Zen, a Bodhisattva is the one who helps you along
the path. Sometimes this help is obvious when a Zen teacher or
someone who is advanced on the way metes it out. But sometimes it
is not so obvious: the woman who crashes into your car, the
bureaucrat who insists upon the right form, the policeman who gives
you a ticket - these are no less Bodhisattvas than the girl who
gave you the book on Zen, or the man who told you about the
workshop or the fellow who gave you a lift to the Zen Center.

 


Then he vowed: Though my flesh wither and
drop from my bones, though my bones be crushed, my blood dry up and
turn to dust, never will I stir from this seat until I reach full
enlightenment.

One account goes on to say, "He sat himself
down cross legged in an unconquerable position, from which not even
the descent of a hundred thunderbolts at once could have dislodged
him.” This is the supreme moment. With such resolve, what could go
wrong? It was not only the body that was immovable, but the mind
also. Body/mind rock-like. Thoughts, like flies, dash against such
resolve in vain. The whole world is transparent. Even though one
sits amid confusion and noise, nothing stirs, not even awareness
that nothing stirs.

 


Then throughout the night he was tempted by
Mara.

Mara is the evil one. The word ‘Mara’ is
derived from the Sanskrit Mri: Death. Mara's sons are caprice,
gaiety and wantonness; his three daughters are delight, discontent,
and thirst. The names of the daughters in Sanskrit are Rati, Arati
and Trsna. Rati means sensuous delight, particularly sexual
delight. Arati therefore means frigidity and coldness. Trsna is
thirst, the insatiable thirst, the craving that goes on even after
all that we crave for has dropped away and there is left but the
rasping that slaking merely aggravates.

Those who have sat in sesshin or serious
practice are familiar with Mara. The nameless fears; the hollowness
where things become insubstantial; the capricious puns and jokes
offered by an unemployed intellect; the laughing and crying; the
belligerent frustration; the dry aridity; the sexual imagery; the
wanting no matter what, just wanting; the lack of
seriousness....

No matter what the time, it is always night
when facing Mara. In the earlier legends it was not the sons and
daughters of Mara that tempted Buddha, but Breugel-like armies
armed with all manner of weapons. The untiring persistence of Mara
as he churns out snare after block after barrier after byway after
inconsequence is like an army, a demonic army striving to break
down the imperturbability of the mind-at-one. At this point even to
glance at the passing parade is enough to send Mara cackling and
dancing off with the mind shattered into a thousand pieces, the
rock dissolved into sand, the mountain a crawling anthill.

 


At Dawn he looked up at the morning star;
suddenly he became fully awakened and cried: "Wonder of wonders,
all beings are endowed with the Buddha-nature."

For the Zen Buddhist this is the heart of
the story of Buddha's life. This is the great miracle - the coming
to oneself, remembering oneself. It is the completed circle. The
awakening of one person is the awakening of the whole universe; if
one person can awaken, any one and any thing that has sentience can
awaken. But to awaken without guidance, inspiration, encouragement,
to awaken fully because of the inner need that cannot be satisfied
with anything less than full awakening, is very remarkable.

Zen Buddhists venerate Shakyamuni Buddha
because he was a remarkable man and through his great exertions and
unflinchable resolve he re-opened a way and taught that way to all
who would listen. Central to that way is awakening and the
integration of awakening into daily life. The veneration of
Shakyamuni therefore also means opening ourselves to the great
possibility of awakening. To read the story simply as the account
of a great man would be to miss the essence; to read it just as an
affirmation of awakening would be to miss the fact.

 


_ . _ . _ . _ . _

Someone asked Buddha

Are you a god?

No I am not a god.

Are you a deva?

No I am not a deva



Are you a human being?

No I am not a human being.

Then what are you?

I am awakened

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 2. Gleanings

 


The four noble truths:

suffering

Birth is suffering, old age is suffering,
sickness is suffering, death is suffering, likewise sorrow, grief
and lamentation and despair. To be together with things we do not
like is suffering, to be separated from things that we like, that
also are suffering. Not to get what one wants, that also is
suffering. In a word this body, this fivefold mass based upon
grasping, that is suffering.

the cause of suffering

It is that craving which gives rise to fresh
rebirth, and bound by greed for pleasure, now here, now there finds
ever-fresh delight. It is the sensual craving, the craving for
individual existence, the craving to have done with individual
existence

the end of suffering

It is the utter passionless cessation of,
the giving up, the forsaking, the release from, the absence of
longing for, this craving.

 


The noble path:

right views, right aim, right speech, right
action, right living, right effort, right mindfulness, right
contemplation.

 


On fear:

Then Brahmin, I thought, "Suppose now that
on those nights that are notable and well marked, the fifteenth and
eighth, suppose I spend them in shrines of forest, park, or tree,
fearsome and hair raising as they are, making such shrines my
lodging for the night, that I might behold for myself the panic and
fear and horror of it all."

So Brahmin, when the next time came around I
did so, and made such shrines my lodging for the night. As I stayed
there a deer maybe came up to me, or a peacock threw down a twig or
else a breeze stirred a heap of fallen leaves. Then thought I,
"Here it is! Here comes that panic, fear and horror." Then Brahmin
there came this thought, "Why do I remain thus in constant fear and
apprehension Let me bend to my will that panic fear and horror just
as I am."

 


The end of suffering

For the attached there is wandering, but for
the unattached there is no wandering: without wandering there is
serenity; when there is serenity there is no craving; without
craving there is neither coming nor going; without coming or going
there is neither passing away nor being reborn; without passing
away or being reborn there is neither this life nor the next, nor
anything between them. It is the end of suffering.

 


The heart's release

The essentials of the holy life do not
consist in the profits of gain, honor, and good name: nor yet in
the profits of observing moral rules: nor yet in the profits of
knowledge and insight: but the sure hearts release, brethren --
that brethren, is the meaning, that is the essence, that is the
goal of living the holy life.

 


Beyond all form

My Doctrine implies thinking of that which
is beyond thought, performing that which is beyond performance,
speaking of that which is beyond words and practicing that which is
beyond practice.

 


The teacher shows the way

Here we have Nirvana, here we have the way
to Nirvana, and here stand I as Instructor of the Way. Yet some of
my disciples, thus advised and trained by me, do attain Nirvana,
and others do not attain.

What do I in the matter? The Tathagata is
the one who shows the Way.

 


Test of truth

Now Kalamas do not ye go by hearsay nor by
what is handed down by others nor by what people say nor by what is
stated on the authority of your traditional teachings. Do not go by
reasoning not by inferring nor by argument as to method nor from
reflection on and the approval of an opinion nor out of respect
thinking a recluse must be deferred to. But Kalamas when you know
of yourselves "these teachings are not good they are blame worthy
they are contemned by the wise these teachings when followed out
and put in practice conduce to loss and suffering - then reject
them.”

 


Be an island unto oneself

And whoever Ananda, now or after I am dead,
shall be an island unto themselves and a refuge to themselves shall
take to themselves no other refuge but seeing Truth as and island,
seeing as a refuge Truth, shall not seek refuge in any one but
themselves, it is these, Ananda, among my disciples who shall reach
the Further Shore But they must make the effort themselves.

 


Not to trust one’s own intelligence

Be careful not to depend on your own
intelligence; it is not to be trusted. Take care not to come in
contact with physical attraction such contacts result in calamity.
Only when you have reached the stage of Arhant can you depend on
your own intelligence.

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 3.
The Trappist's
Dilemma [1]

 


The Trappist order used to have a rule of
absolute silence in the monasteries. Monks could only communicate
by signs and even these should not be used except in exceptional
cases.

A Trappist father tells the following story:
a confusing situation cropped up in choir and went on for quite
some time. The brother next to him kept prostrating himself and
this began to bother him. Prostrating was called ‘knuckling’ and
one would knuckle to express humility, or to ask God's forgiveness
for some imperfection or sin. It was called knuckling because one
would prostrate on all fours with the knuckles of one's hand on the
floor and the head by the knees.

This brother kept knuckling and the father
in question began to think that these prostrations occurred because
of something he, the father, was doing - or that something about
him was bothering the priest who was knuckling. They would be
singing or chanting and all of a sudden the brother would knuckle.
The priest wondered whether there was something wrong with him, was
he singing out of key, or perhaps he had body odor, or the smell of
his breath was bad.

The priest became more and more certain that
he was the cause of the brother knuckling all the time because, he
felt, he must be doing something that the brother resented and then
felt guilty about his resentment.

This doubt gnawed away at the priest for a
long time, at least six months. This even seemed a lot longer than
it was because in those days the monks were spending whole days in
the choir and he had no one to whom he could talk about the
problem.

Finally he made up his mind that he had had
enough and was determined to get to the bottom of the whole affair.
So he decided to speak to the father Superior about the matter. He
did so and asked the father Superior to find out what it was that
he doing that so disturbed the brother.

In a few days the father Superior called him
into the office with the answer. He told the Father, "He does not
know that you exist."

 


_ . _ . _ . _ . _

When the wooden man sings his song.

The stone maiden moves to dance.

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 4. Shrinking
Zen

 


Back in the late sixties a member of the
Rochester Zen Center asked Eric Fromm, "Is Zen of any value as a
psychotherapy?" Fromm replied, "Zen is the only psychotherapy!" If
one reads his paper Zen and Psychoanalysis one is led to
believe that Fromm would also say, "Zen is only a psychotherapy.”
What is the relationship of these two, Zen and Psychotherapy, to
each other and to us as human beings? Are some of the better
psychotherapies Zen in a three-piece suit? Or alternatively, does
the practice of Zen make psychotherapy redundant? Fromm, quoting
Suzuki, says:

 


"It is the object of Zen, therefore to save
us from going crazy or being crippled. This is what I mean by
freedom, giving true play to all the creative and benevolent
impulses inherently lying in our hearts. Generally we are blind to
this fact that we are in possession of all the necessary faculties
that will make us happy and loving towards one another.”

 


Fromm goes on to say:

 


"This description of
Zen's aim could be applied without change as a description of what
psychoanalysis aspires to achieve: insight into one's own nature,
the achievement of freedom, happiness and love, liberation of
energy, salvation from being insane or crippled"[2]

 


It is a seductive thought.

When Zen was introduced into the Western
world it was naturally viewed within the framework and perspective
of what was already known and three fundamental frames of reference
offered themselves: philosophy, religion and psychotherapy.
Considerable work has been done to show the relation between Zen
and the work of Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Whitehead, to name but a
few of the philosophers; and, in the field of religion, the works
of St. John of the Cross, Meister Eckhart, St. Benedict, the
anonymous author of the Cloud of Unknowing, have all been compared
to Zen teaching. The same kind of thing happened when Buddhism
first appeared in China. There it had to make its peace with
Confucianism and Taoism. Indeed the limitations imposed upon our
thinking by our adherence to labels becomes apparent when we
realize that what we know as Zen Buddhism is not simply the outcome
of Buddhism alone, but is an amalgam of many strands of wisdom and
understanding. When one sees into the "truth" it is formless
reality but, to convey some flavor of it to others, words, concepts
and ideas become necessary and those which are nearest at hand, and
which others already have some grasp of, are used. In this way
there is some semblance of communication. But picking up words,
concepts and ideas in this way involves carrying over expectations
as well as meanings. These expectations, or attitudes and mental
sets, are, in turn, filters with which we edit experience.

Zen has fallen on hard times in the West;
scarcely a Zen Center exists that has not its own brand of malaise.
Superficially we could point the finger at the leaders; many have
apparently let down the side down through drink, sexuality, power
play, intransigence. But closer inspection can soon dispel the
illusion that we know who to blame by showing that this defection
itself is a symptom of some greater concern: how does an Eastern
styled spirituality, nurtured primarily in the fifteen hundred
years after the birth of Buddha in India, China, and Korea fit in
with the Western world? Failure to address this question seriously
may well be the cause of much of the turmoil and confusion
surrounding the practice. What affronts us is not a fact, but the
violation of expectations. For example, if we do not get an
increase in pay at the end of a month we are not upset, unless we
had expected one. Regularly the cheque comes at the end of the
month and regularly it is put in the bank without question or
comment. If, however, at the beginning of a month someone has told
us that an increase is due then, whether we feel deserving or not,
if the increase does not appear on the cheque, we'll get upset and
frustrated.

If Zen is a religion or psychotherapy, then
what we in the West expect of religion or psychotherapy, we shall
expect of Zen and probably much more so. If these expectations are
not met, then either Zen has failed, we have failed, or those
teaching Zen have failed. If an awakened man is a kind of saint and
this particular awakened man does not behave as a saint, then
there's something wrong with him or with Zen. That Zen is supposed
to help us get rid of our expectations does not help because this
itself is an expectation embedded in our psychotherapeutic view of
things with the claim that we can make the ‘Unconscious’
conscious..............Where there is Id, let there be ego.
This, as Fromm points out, means that we transcend the filters of
language, logic and taboos which express, of course, among other
ways, expectations.

Seeing Zen as the only psychotherapy,
seeing it as the means whereby, in Suzuki's terms, we shall be able
to give "true play to all our creative and benevolent impulses and
discover that we are in possession of all the necessary faculties
that will make us happy and loving towards one another," has its
counterpart in the view that Zen is only a psychotherapy.
This is a belief that many teachers have consciously or
unconsciously taught in one way or another, and too many students
have accepted. At one time Zen was thought to be the cure all, and
with that came the expectation that if anyone had kept their legs
crossed for more than an hour then they should be free of all
ailments, physical and psychological. How many people are there who
have sat in meditation in the full expectation that this was the
route to the solution of all their life problems?

This mistaken point of view was also aided
and abetted by teachers who pointed out the ‘faults’ of students
with the implication that Zen would in some way be instrumental in
eradicating the fault and with the further implication that if it
did not then the student was not sufficiently ‘spiritually
advanced.’ The judgment of ‘senior’ students by ‘junior’ students
was endemic. Even the confession and repentance ceremony was marred
by this expectation, and, instead of this being an opportunity for
true reflection and remorse, it became a way by which people
constantly promised themselves, and others, a brighter and better
future with ‘shortcomings’ and ‘faults’ eradicated, not taking into
account that these shortcomings were, more often than not, the
shadow of that which was best and brightest in them, and that the
eradication of the one would mean the elimination of the other.
Personality idiosyncrasies and temperamental differences were
confused with faults, and these same faults were confused with
klesà or defilements. But klesà arises from a basic split in the
wholeness of a person due to his/her having assumed a human body
and is therefore common, in divers forms, to us all.

Modern psychotherapy has come into being as
the counterpoint to the modern psyche. The picture that Freud drew
of the client's ego absorbing or reclaiming the unconscious, much
as the Dutch with a system of dykes and dams reclaimed the land
from the Zuider Zee, says much, not only of the aims of the
psychoanalyst, but also of the aims of the modern psyche: the
opposition of the 'reality' principle to the 'pleasure' principle,
the integration of God into the psyche, the taming of the instincts
within a reasoned enclosure, all of which moreover tended to
support the ongoing illusion of an autonomous and distinct agent in
control, was not simply Freud's creation, it was also his
discovery. What was significant about Freud's work was not so much
that it was a ‘cure’ for psychological illness as that it provided
a way of talking about what, up till then, had no socially accepted
articulation. It was indeed the new mythology couched within the
broader and more embracing mythology of ‘Science.’ An author,
Martin Gross says:

 


"When educated man lost
faith in formal religion, he required a substitute belief that
would be as reputable in the last half of the twentieth century as
Christianity was in the first. Psychology and psychiatry have now
assumed the special role. They offer mass belief, a promise of a
better future, opportunity for confession, unseen mystical workings
and a trained priesthood of helping professionals devoted to
servicing the paying - by- the-hour communicants.”[4]

 


He says later: "Today
psychology is an art, science, therapy, religion, moral code, life
style, philosophy and cult."[5]

 That
psychotherapy is a child of the times is underlined by a study done
as long ago as 1938 in which it was shown that the ideals of
western psychotherapy shared those of Protestantism:
"Individualism, self reliance, self sacrifice, enhancement of
wealth and social status and rationalism were recurring themes of
both."[6] As opposed to this the ideals of the Japanese
Naikan therapy and Morita therapy stressed respect for authority,
gratitude towards superiors and responsibility towards
subordinates.........Nor is there an intense emphasis on
‘egalitarianism’ or ‘independence’. Japanese therapies tend to be
less goal oriented.....(and) to concede the more powerful and
determinative nature of external social and environmental
forces.”[7]

 To say,
however that psychotherapy is a replacement or substitute for
Christianity may be misleading; it might be truer to say that just
as Christianity crystallized out of an earlier cultural 'gel', so
psychotherapy is crystallizing out of the 20th Century gel, a major
element of which is the absorption of the Deity into the psyche.
"To ego-centric modern man the prospect of self instead of God
seated at the center of a world's philosophical system is
exquisitely attractive."[8] A national newspaper's headlines, at the time
of the discoveries of the structure of DNA, said, "God may now move
over,” and a rather large and popular book on the recent
developments of Genetic research is called the Eighth Day of
Creation.[9]

Inherent in the modern psyche is another
myth, the myth of progress and evolution. Progress is the means by
which evolution is attained and the goal of evolution as currently
understood is for (wo)man, alias the technocrat, to become God by
‘conquering’ or ‘harnessing’ the forces of nature. Psychotherapy is
the apotheosis of this drive towards progress in that its aim
ultimately is to rescue man from this drive towards perfection. It
is, thus, the ultimate act of progress. Norman O Brown says:

 


"Psychoanalysis offers
a theoretical framework for exploring the possibilities of a way
out of the nightmare of endless progress and endless Faustian
discontent, a way out of the human neurosis, a way out of
history...the grip of the dead hand of the past would be loosened,
and man would be ready to live instead of making history, to enjoy
instead of paying back old scores and debts and to enter that state
of Being which was the goal of his Becoming.”[10]

 


With such a program it is not surprising
that there is a plethora of methods, styles and aims of
psychotherapy. One only has to think of the great names, Freud,
Jung, Adler, Fromm, Horney, Klein, Frankl, Asseglioni, Reich, Rank,
Erikson, to realize what a panoply of prophets appeared in the
firmament. Is there a marital problem, a problem of impotence, drug
abuse, sex abuse, child abuse, wife abuse, too little energy, too
much energy, a lack of confidence; are we lacking in love,
creativity, personality.......have no fear because some sessions
with the therapists will resolve the problem, will release us, in
the words borrowed by Fromm from Suzuki, to "all the creative and
benevolent impulses inherently lying in our hearts" and they will
"show us that we are in possession of all the necessary faculties
that will make us happy and loving towards one another.” Normality
now, at least in the Western world, is "fulfilling one's
potential,” "expressing oneself,” "doing one's thing," conquering
the depths of the Zuider Zee not only of the unconscious, but also
of the tedium of existence, by turning it into fun and
achievement. With Madison Ave up ahead and psychotherapy
behind, nothing is now impossible.

Or is it?

A British psychologist
has spent some time researching the claims of psychotherapy and one
of the more interesting and encouraging of his findings is that
"Roughly two-thirds of a group of neurotic patients will recover or
improve to a marked extent within about two years of the onset of
their illness, whether they are treated by means of psychotherapy
or not.”[11] This is encouraging for us but not
necessarily for psychotherapists who might be expected to get
better scores than this, but which unfortunately does not
necessarily seem to be the case. Even Jung only claimed that a
third of his patients were cured, with another third being helped
by his counseling.

Other studies have tended to support this,
what might be called from the psychotherapeutic viewpoint,
pessimistic view. A study was conducted on six hundred and fifty
underprivileged boys aged 6 - 10 believed to be potential
delinquents.

 


"By a coin toss half were assigned to a
treatment group, the other half was untreated. The treated children
were turned over to counselors who used either Freudian therapy
methods or the client-centered techniques of psychologist Carl
Rogers. The experiment lasted eight years after which time the
youngsters were evaluated.

"The statistical result unnerved the
faithful. At first look it has all the ingredients of a heart
warming psychological drama. Of 70 ‘likely’ delinquents given
preventive psychotherapy, only 23 had committed serious delinquent
acts. The counselors reported two thirds of the boys 'substantially
benefited'.”

"The results were
impressive until they checked the untreated control group. The
unpsychologised, uncounseled boys proved to have fewer delinquent
episodes than their treated peers. The treated boys were involved
in 264 offenses while the untreated committed only 218
offenses.”[12]

 


 Other
researchers have backed sugar placebo pills against psychotherapy
and have not done too badly, "placebos too often yield improvement
figures very close to therapy figures between 50 and 76 percent of
patients taking only placebos[13] showed improvement, about the same
percentage showing positive results for
psychotherapy.”[14]

Another researcher, Dr. Frank, has put the
sugar wafer up against psychotherapy:

 


"with poor results for the talking cure.
Psychiatric patients were interviewed and tested on various
measures including a Mean Discomfort Score (MDS.) They were given
what was called a 'New pill not yet on the market '. They were also
informed that it was known to be non-toxic and was believed to help
patients with complaints similar to theirs.

"The patients returned
one week then two weeks later and were followed up periodically.
The placebo-takers improved more rapidly than the therapy
patients."[15]

 


Two psychologists, L. D.
Goodsten and J. O. Cites, studied 33 academically poor students who
took summer-session courses. The students were split into three
groups: one received psychological counseling, the second was
contacted but did not seek counseling, the third was not even
contacted. The results were once again professionally disturbing.
“The uncontacted group did the best
academically.”[16]

It is not our intention to discredit
psychotherapy, nor to try to prove that it is a waste of time. On
the contrary, all that is being suggested is that we may have to be
somewhat circumspect in determining exactly what are the benefits,
not only of psychotherapy, but also of Zen. The results of therapy
may not have fallen into the categories that the test set up and so
therefore remained undetected. These test categories almost
certainly would have been derived from our cultural expectations,
which, as we have said, are dominated by the notion of greater
control. If the placebo does as well as the talk cure it may not
mean that the talk cure is no good so much as the placebo has more
value than we normally credit it with. Perhaps therapy cannot deal
with delinquency because it has something much more important to
attend to in the person being analyzed.

 These
tests would not necessarily have been news to Freud, nor, for that
matter, to Fromm. At one point Fromm says that the change of this
or that neurotic character is not possible without pursuing the
more radical aim of the complete transformation of the
person,[17] and he comes back to this same point later
when he says, "It may well be that the relatively disappointing
results of character analysis are due precisely to the fact that
the aims for the cure of the neurotic character were not radical
enough.”[18] Whether this radical transformation of the
person is subject to the kind of test that modern psychologists
would like to give, is an interesting point. One wonders what the
Mean Discomfort Test would have revealed in Ramana Maharshi when he
sat in the temple basement covered with ants, or Tolstoy after his
conversion, or St. John of the Cross hunched up in the dungeon of
the monastery in which he was imprisoned.

Again our intention is not to defend
psychotherapy any more than it is to attack it. Rather we still
have in mind the original questions: is Zen the only
psychotherapy or is it only a psychotherapy or are we
comparing apples and grapeshot? Traditionally psychotherapy, at the
very least, was supposed to improve the functioning of an
individual and help develop interpersonal relations. Now results
from tests that have been applied indicate that this does not
necessarily seem to be happening. Can Zen do better? If it is the
only psychotherapy, could Zen have something that the
therapies do not have, some vital ingredient that is lacking?

As long as we work with the expectations
from a society having the Superman (Superwoman) complex, the
resurrection of God at the wheel of a BMW creating the Big Mac with
chips, Zen will be at best a constant mystery, at worst a
disappointment. There is the story of a Chinese emperor who
dispatched a messenger to find a renowned Zen Master. The messenger
searched far and wide and finally came to a village where his
questions were no longer received with a blank stare and shake of
the head but with a nod and a smile.

 


"Yes, I have heard something about a Zen
Master living around here. I think you'll find him under the bridge
with the beggars."

"Under the bridge with the beggars!? How
will I recognize him?"

"Oh, that is easy. Take a melon with you, he
loves melons"

 


There are many who think that taking Zen
into every day life means a kind of, super attentiveness, never
forgetting anything, never missing anything. A beginner once
criticized the author very seriously because on a walk together I
had passed a coke can just outside the gates of the Center without
picking it up; another told me that on an early visit to a Zen
Center his heart had sunk when he saw the Roshi's legs were
obviously very stiff and painful after a round of sitting. What
would they say about this Zen man under the bridge with the
beggars! Why isn't he out there clearing up the worlds problems,
compassionately dispensing the treasures that have come down to him
from heaven? What kind of Zen Master is it that one can only
recognize because he likes melons? Where is all that snap, crackle
and pop he is supposed to have, those piercing hawk like eyes,
where is all the evidence of social adjustment, creativity?

In the Mumonkan there is the Koan of
Joshu asking Nansen, "What is the way?" and Nansen replying,
"Everyday mind is the Way.” Someone, giving a talk on this koan,
said that Nansen obviously meant everyday mind purged of all its
conflicts, greed, contradictions and pain. But did he? If so, then
one must reiterate Joshu's question, "What is the way (to purify
the mind like that)?" It is quite evident that Nansen was referring
to everyday mind as we all know it. Even the everyday mind of the
neurotic is the Way.

The word way is a word that means not
only the path, but the way to walk the path and the goal of
that walking. Every day mind is the way, the way to walk the way,
and the goal of the way. To say that the goal of Zen is therefore
to save us from going crazy or being crippled.... (to give) true
play to all the creative and benevolent impulses inherently lying
in our hearts, is misleading. This may be a consequence of the
practice of Zen, but it cannot be its aim.

Some people feel that because Krishnamurti
said something similar to Nansen, or because they can logically
understand the meaning of the expression "Every day mind is the
Way,” then they understand what this koan is all about. Others feel
that because they can imitate the motions of eating rice from a
bowl and then washing the dishes they have ‘passed’ the koan and
can go on to the next. But everyday mind is it. It is a bottomless
abyss, or, as Nansen says : it is like vast space.

To see into this, or any other koan is
something like reading a poem. One reads the poem and says,
“Oh, I understand, how great!" Then later reads the poem again and
says "Oh, I thought I had understood the poem - now I
understand it!" The second time is different from the first, but
who knows what that difference is, how it can be measured, or how
it can be proven. One says that Beethoven was greater than the
Beatles, but wherein lies the difference? If you say that there are
some who would not agree, then you simply help me make my point. Is
it really, as many would say, but a matter of taste? Or is it a
matter of depth, something with which our society, in its
urge towards measurement, towards proof, with their related urge
towards egalitarianism, has lost contact? One can read a good poem
a hundred times and still say, "Now I understand."

So it is, in a way with Nansen's every day
mind, not that there is any greater understanding, because 'greater
understanding' is itself an aspect of everyday mind. (but we have
to be careful how many nits we pick out of words). In Zen it is
said, "He (she) goes into the forest without disturbing a blade of
grass; he (she) enters the pool without creating a ripple." Seeing
ever deeper into the truth that every day life is the way, is the
way by which we take our practice into everyday life. But we do
this without disturbing things, without the fanfare that Suzuki and
Fromm would blow. Zen is not the reason for doing something nor the
reason for not doing it.

In the koan Joshu asks, “But how do we know
that we are on the way?" This is the question that tortures so many
Westerners, brought up as we are in the age of pragmatism, the age
of "if it works it is OK, if it does not then turf it out.” Because
of this pragmatism we look to psychotherapy as the western model
for an Eastern way.

The aim of Zen is to wake up, but in
so far as waking up has no steps nor stages, no causes or
obstructions, it cannot strictly speaking be called an aim. Someone
said about faith, "If faith then faith.” Likewise we could say, "If
waking up then wake up." It is the ultimate in the simple, but that
does not mean easy. To wake up means that we live in the midst of
our own, and the world's, contradictions. It is precisely seeing
contradictions as contradictions that keeps us in the stream of
birth and death. The very force of birth and death, its vitality
and élan comes from the will to resolve contradiction. The wheel of
samsara revolves ever around the alternative solutions and
resolutions, leaving unsolved and unresolved part of the
contradiction to nag and worry. Not to resolve the contradictions,
to live in the midst of them, to see everyday mind as no promise of
superman breaking out of all the cul de sacs and dilemmas, is very
painful; it is anti-life (and death) and it is what was once called
purgatory, a purgatory which moreover can go on for years. Joshu
said, "only sit down quietly, say, for twenty or thirty years and
if you still fail to understand you can cut off this old monk's
head." To sit down quietly, not to disturb a blade of grass, not to
make a ripple. With the psychological expectations of the Westerner
reclaiming the Zuider Zee, building dams and canals, how is this
sitting quietly to be understood?

Of course the question inevitably arises,
"Should one not then seek psychotherapy?" But that is a question to
ask the therapist. Seeking therapy, working through conflicts and
dilemmas, this too is part of everyday life, just as complaining
and groaning about the pain, about the Way, about the teacher, this
too is everyday mind. If one has a financial problem one resolves
it at a financial level, even if it means pawning one's watch. If
one wishes to change oneself, or some aspect of oneself, therapy
may help, but a therapist is the best judge. It was expressed very
succinctly once in a saying, "Render unto Caesar the things that
are Caesar's, and render unto God the things that are God's.”

What then is the connection between Zen and
psychotherapy? There's an old Indian saying, "Stone no dog. Dog no
stone" This seems to mean that someone was out one day and a dog
came barking and snapping and the person looked everywhere for a
stone to hurl at the dog but was unable to find one. Then later he
found a stone, but by then the dog had given up. But there is
another way to understand it: looking at a stone dog, one can
admire how well the artist has captured the likeness, the form, of
the dog; in this case one does not see the stone. Or one can admire
the substance, the stone, the wonderful veins that streak through
it; in this case there is no dog. Psychotherapy is concerned with
the form, the content of mind, Zen with mind itself; psychotherapy
is directed towards the forms that awareness takes, forms that
inevitably end in conflict and struggle: Zen looks to awareness,
non-reflected awareness, itself

 


Form is no other than Emptiness

Emptiness no other than Form

 


_ . _ . _ . _ . _

Zen master Rinzai said:

Followers of the way, mind is without form
and pervades the ten directions:

In the eye it is called seeing

In the ear it is called hearing.

In the nose it smells odors,

In the mouth it holds converse.

In the hands it grasps and seizes,

In the feet it runs and carries.

Fundamentally it is one pure radiance;

divided it becomes is harmoniously united
spheres of sense.

Since the mind is non-existent, wherever you
go you are free.

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 5. The Rabbi's
distress

 


A true story is told about a rabbi whose
custom it was to hear, one by one, the confessions and problems of
his disciples. The disciples would go into the rabbi's room for the
interview, and, when they left at the end of it they would leave
the door ajar signaling to the next in line that the rabbi was
free. During a period of interviews a chief disciple noticed that
the rabbi's door had been closed for quite a long while and the
waiting room was full of anxious disciples. Finally, he could wait
no longer and, contrary to custom, gently pushed the door open to
see what was going on. He found to his amazement the rabbi sitting
with his head buried in his hands. The chief disciple asked what
the matter was and, in reply, the rabbi simply leapt up and
demanded the community declare a fast for him and to assemble for
afternoon prayers.

When the rabbi seemed more settled two
disciples asked him about what had happened. The rabbi answered
that when he listened to people's problems, sins, and worries he
always looked inside himself to find a similar disposition to that
which his disciple was talking about. The last disciple he listened
to told such a terrible story that the rabbi could find nothing in
his own life to match it. "I was struck down by this," said the
rabbi, "because it could only mean that such a similarity did exist
but I had felt the need to suppress it in myself."

 


_ . _ . _ . _ . _

There is no better method of approaching
this Word

than in silence, in quiet; we hear it aright
in unknowing.

To one who knows naught, it is clearly
revealed.

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 6.
The King and
the Corpse[19]

 


Zen master Kyogen said, "It is like a man up
a tree hanging from a branch with his mouth; his hands can't grasp
a bough his feet won't reach one. Under the tree there is another
man, who asks him the meaning of Daruma's coming from the West. If
he doesn't answer, he evades his duty. If he answers, he will lose
his life.”

--Mumonkan

 


For ten years every day, a holy man dressed
as a beggar, would offer the king a fruit. The king would accept
the gift and simply pass it back to his treasurer, standing behind
him. Without any further ado the beggar would withdraw and vanish
into the crowd of petitioners showing no sign of impatience or
disappointment.

One day, after ten years had elapsed a tame
monkey, who had escaped from elsewhere in the household, came
bounding in and sat on the arm of the throne. At that moment the
beggar was handing the king his gift of fruit. Playfully the king
passed the fruit to the monkey who bit into it, and as it did so, a
precious jewel fell out of the fruit and rolled onto the floor.

The king turned to the treasurer and asked
him, “What has happened to all of the other gifts that this man has
brought?” The treasurer did not know how to answer because all that
he had done had been to toss the fruit through an open window into
the treasure house. So he hastened there and found on the floor a
mess of rotten fruit amidst which was a heap of priceless gems.

The king gave the gems to the treasurer; he
was not much interested in wealth. His curiosity was, however,
peeked and so when the beggar came the next day the king told him
that he could not accept the gift unless the beggar were prepared
to stay and while and talk.

The beggar asked for a private interview,
which the king granted and the beggar was able at last to present
his request. He said that he was in search of a hero, a man of
great courage to help in a magic enterprise. The king, interested,
asked the holy man to continue. The weapons of true heroes,
explained the holy man, are renowned in the annals of magic for
their exorcising power. The stranger then asked the king if he
would come to the burying ground where the dead of the city were
cremated and the criminals hanged.

The king, undaunted, agreed.

On the appointed night, the night of the new
moon, the king arrived, alone, girded with a sword and wearing a
dark cloak. As he came to the dreadful burial ground he became
aware of the noise of the ghosts, ghouls and demons hovering over
the uncanny place. As he entered into the light thrown by the
funeral pyres he half saw, half divined, the charred and scattered
remains of the dead, their blackened bones and crushed skulls. He
was deafened by the shrieks and groans that filled the air.

He went to the appointed rendezvous where he
found his sorcerer inscribing a magic circle on the ground. He was
told, “Go to the end of the burial ground and you will find there a
corpse; cut it down and bring it here.”

The king went to the end of the burial
ground as he was bid, and, braving the shrieks and howls of the
demons, cut down the corpse, which, as it fell, emitted a mocking
groan. The king, thinking it must still be alive, started to
inspect it more closely. As he did so a shrill laugh burst out from
the corpse and the king realized it was inhabited by a ghost.

“What is funny?” asked the king. The moment
he spoke the corpse flew back to the tree.

The king cut the corpse down once more and,
this time without a word, mounted it over his shoulder and
proceeded to walk back to where he had come from. On the way the
corpse suggested he lighten the king’s way by telling a story. The
king said not a word.

Once upon a time a prince went on a hunting
party with a young friend. They went off on their own and, after a
while, came upon a beautiful girl bathing on the further shore of a
lake they were skirting. The prince saw the girl, who, unobserved
by her companions, was making signs, which the prince could not
understand. His friend, however, was able to decipher the message
which told her name, where she lived and also announced at the same
time her love for the prince.

Another day the two, again on the pretext of
going hunting, the hunting party went to the town from which the
girl had come. They found lodgings in a house owned by an old woman
whom the prince bribed an old woman to take a message to the girl.
The girl sent back a message written in such a way that the woman
was unable to understand what it meant. Included in the note was a
description of how the prince might find his way to the garden of
her house. However, the prince again was unable to understand the
message and gave it to his friend who was able to read what it said
to the prince. The prince followed the instructions and soon the
lovers were able to meet. When the girl learned that it was the
friend and not the prince who had been able to translate all her
messages she was afraid that their rendezvous would be betrayed and
resolved to poison the friend.

This man, however, was a match for the girl
and realizing what she was likely to do, devised a plan with the
intent of teaching the girl that he knew how to look after himself
as well as the prince. He disguised himself as a beggar ascetic,
persuaded the princess to play the role of his student and then
brought her into suspicion as a witch. He accused her of being the
cause of the death of the king’s baby son. The princess was
condemned to death, by being bound and left naked outside the city
walls, exposed to the wild beasts. As soon as she was left alone
the prince and his friend snatched her up and carried her off to
the prince’s realm where she became his wife and future queen. The
princess’s parents, only knowing that their daughter had been
condemned to death, were so upset at this, that their hearts broke
and they died.

“Now who was guilty of the death of the
parents? If you know the answer and do not reply your head will
explode into a hundred pieces,” asked the corpse.

The king felt he knew but realized that if
he spoke the corpse would fly back to the tree, but he also feared
that if he did not speak his head would explode.

“Neither the prince nor princess were
guilty,” he declared, “because they were under the spell of love.
Nor was the friend guilty because he acted too out of love for his
friend. It was the king of the country who let things get out of
hand who was to blame.” When the last word of the king’s judgment
was spoken the corpse groaning in mock agony flew back to the tree.
The king, trudged back, cut down the corpse and shouldered his
burden once more.

Again the corpse proposed that he lighten
the king’s travail by telling another story. This concerned three
young Brahmins who had lived a number of years in the home of their
spiritual teacher and all three had fallen in love with his
daughter. He was reluctant to bestow her hand on any of the three
for fear that he would cause the other two too much pain. But then
the girl suddenly fell sick and died. The three young men, stricken
by grief, committed her body to the funeral pyre. When the body had
been cremated the first of the students decided to mourn her death
by wandering through the world as a beggar ascetic. The second
gathered the girl’s bones from among the ashes and took them to a
sanctuary alongside the Ganges. The third constructed a hermit’s
hut over the ashes at the site of the cremation.

On his journeys the first was a witness to
an extraordinary event. He saw a man read a magic charm from a
book, and a child, who already had been cremated, was restored to
life. Stealing the book, he hurried back to the cremation scene and
arrived just as the one who had gone to the Ganges was dipping the
bones in the life-giving stream. The skeleton was reassembled among
the ashes. Then the charm was read, and the miracle happened. The
girl arose again, more beautiful than ever. But the rivalry sprang
up among the three once more and each claimed the right to her.

“And so to whom does she belong? If you know
the answer and do not respond your head will explode,” cackled the
corpse. The king believed he knew and was forced to respond. “The
one who brought her back to life was performing the duty of the
father; the one who looked after her bones fulfilled the duty of
the son. But the one who slept on her ashes and did not leave her
must be termed her spouse.” It was a wise enough judgment -- yet
the moment it was given the corpse was gone.

Doggedly the king cut down the corpse once
more and once more trudged on his journey. The voice resumed and
the king was given another riddle and again, after he had answered,
was compelled to retrace his steps. And so it went on time after
time after time, the unrelenting specter in the corpse was spinning
a tale of twisted destinies and tangled lives while the king was
driven to and fro. All of life with its joys and horrors was
related in the riddles. And the threads of the fantasies always
twisted into knots of right and wrong, tangles of ambiguities and
dilemmas.

A story was told for example of the
posthumous son of a thief who was faced by a delicate situation
when he went to make an offering to his father at a sacred well.
His grandmother had been made a widow when she was quite young and
as her relatives had cheated her out of her inheritance she had to
take to the road with her only daughter. The night of her departure
from the village she happened upon a thief who had been impaled
upon a stake and was just about to die. In terrible agony, scarcely
able to breath, he asked if he could marry the little girl. He
asked this so that he would have prior call on her son, when later
in life she had one, who would then be obliged to make offerings
due to the soul of a deceased father. In return he would tell the
woman where she could find hidden treasure.

The marriage was concluded in an informal
but binding way and the thief died. The mother and daughter became
heirs to a considerable fortune. When she grew older the girl fell
in love with a young Brahmin and he consented to be her lover but
at a price, because there was a courtesan he wanted to pay. The
young woman conceived a son and, following the instructions of a
dream she had shortly after the birth, deposited the babe with a
thousand pieces of gold at the entrance of the palace of a certain
king. As it happened, the king, who had no son, dreamed that same
night that a son would be deposited at his door and, taking the
dream for a sign, brought the young child up as is own son.

Many years later, after the king had died,
the prince, heir to the throne, went to make an offering to his
departed father. He went to the holy well where the dead were
accustomed to stretch forth their hands to receive the proffered
gifts. But instead of a single hand reaching out, three hands were
stretched out : that of the thief, that of the Brahmin and that of
the king. The prince did not know what to do. Even the priests
attending the offering did not know. “Well,” challenged the corpse,
“into which hand should he deposit his offering?”

Again threatened with the explosion of his
skull, the king pronounced a judgment, “The thief should get the
offering. The Brahmin,” he said, “sold himself, the king was paid
by the gold pieces left with the child, but the thief had paid both
for the begetting and the fosterage.” Off went the corpse back to
the tree.

When will it all end? In all twenty-four
riddles were posed and the king had to give an answer to them all,
and suffer the consequences of this answer, except in the case of
the last one.

A father and son, members of a tribe of
huntsmen, were on a hunting expedition when they happened to come
upon the footprints of two women. The father was a widower and the
son not yet married. The practiced eyes of the huntsmen saw that
the prints had been left by a noble woman and her daughter,
fugitives of some aristocratic house. The larger prints suggested
the beauty of a queen and the smaller ones the beauty of a
princess. The son was quite excited and after some considerable
discussion finally persuaded the father that they should go after
the women and that the father should marry the one with the larger
footprints and the younger would marry the one with the smaller
ones and the two took a solemn oath that this is what they would
do.

They went on the trail in great haste and
finally came upon the two unhappy women. Just as the huntsmen had
suspected they were in anxious flight from a situation that had
developed at home where the king had unexpectedly died. There was
however a problem. It was the daughter who had left the larger
footprints and the mother the smaller. According to their oath
therefore the son would have to marry the queen and the father the
princess.

However, they married and the four returned
to the home of the men. Then the women conceived. “Tell me just how
were the two sons, who were born as a consequence, related to each
other?” asked the corpse.

The king carrying his burden was unable to
find any unequivocal term for their relationship. An enigma had
been found which could strike him dumb. And so he walked along
bemusing the problem in silence he realized that the boys would be
living ambiguities.

But is it not always so - with all things-
in some respect? Is not everything in some deep way, its own
opposite? Even though the discriminating mind with its logic and
categories of language and thought may refuse to accept the
ambiguity, nevertheless every feature, every moment of life,
includes somehow, qualities diametrically opposed to those
apparently implied.

 


_ . _ . _ . _ . _

The white bird disappears in vapor

The autumn stream unites with heaven.

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 7.
The Christian
And Buddhist Dark Night Of The Soul[20]

 


Dear Friend,

You write to say you wonder why I have
suggested that you read The Dark Night of the Soul by St. John of
the Cross. You ask what the writings of a 16th Century Christian
monk have to do with the Zen meditation practice of a twentieth
century Canadian. Doesn’t he have quite a different set of values?
Is there, you ask, no difference between what he calls Union with
God and what the Zen tradition calls Satori? He says quite
specifically that Union can be accomplished only by the Grace of
God and yet in Zen God is not a consideration. Furthermore he avows
that he is writing not for the general public, but for his fellow
monks. Monks of the 16th century Spain would have been used to
privation and discomfort of the kind that we could never tolerate.
You say that you are discouraged by reading St. John and wonder
whether the feeble efforts that you make are worth anything at all
along side the asceticism demanded by St. John. The life you live
in no way approaches the privation of even a modern day monk.

 


Monastic and lay practice

I can understand these concerns, but even so
some of them are misplaced. One should not be concerned because
one's practice is a lay practice, nor should one feel handicapped
because one has a family to look after and a job to do.

Some people naturally gravitate towards a
monastic life, but not always for the best reasons. Indeed the
motivation for becoming a monk is different for different people. I
remember on one occasion visiting a commune of ex-hippies in New
Brunswick. It was a sad experience. In a way, when they left to set
up their commune, they were inspired by a kind of monastic calling.
They had longed for a cleaner, purer kind of existence, based upon
community rather than conflict and competition, simplicity rather
than acquisition. But when I met them they were weary, disappointed
and despairing. In truth, when they dropped out of society they had
had a very naive view of life and of the way to resolve its
dilemmas. They had perceived what was wrong with the system and
felt all they had to do was just drop out and set up another,
different kind of system, free of the errors and complications of
the old. This naive, idealistic view of the world is at the bottom
of some peoples’ flight to a monastery.

At other times people go to a monastery
because they have a romantic notion about being a ‘good’ person. I
wonder how many young women incarcerated themselves in convents
with the romantic notion of being the bride of Christ and living in
a kind of perpetual spiritual honeymoon? It is an inspired and
wonderful dream, but only a dream. The sad thing is that one can
later so easily identify these young women now grown old, bitter
and disillusioned, all their dreams and hopes crushed by the
reality which they met. One meets them when traveling on the metro
in Montreal, lost souls who never lived.

Life is complex, in or out of a monastery.
We cannot deal with this complexity by closing our eyes to it. All
that this would do would be to put off the day when we have to come
face to face with it, and the longer this day is put off, as the
old, bitter nuns were to realize, the greater the debt we incur.
One essential realization that comes when we do face up to the
situation is that we are not good and others bad. As Solzynhitsen
said, “the line between good and evil does not go along the
boundaries of different nations, but through the very center of our
own heart.” All of us are an inextricable mixture of good and bad,
kind and cruel, loving and hating. The threads of life are
inextricably woven together in one grand tapestry we call
‘experience’ and the threads are of all colors. Trying to be good
alone can have disastrous effects. A story is told in Zen of a
governor who had attended a retreat with a famous Zen Master,
Nansen. After the retreat the two were walking in the garden
talking and Nansen asked the Governor, “How will you govern the
people?” The Governor replied, “With wisdom and compassion.” “Then
every last one of them will suffer,” exclaimed Nansen.

Another wrong motive is the belief that the
world offers distractions and if only we could run away from these
distractions the work on ourselves will be correspondingly easier.
But the source of our problems lies not in the world but the way we
view the world, what we demand of it and what we refuse to pay in
order that these demands may be met. It is the viewer that must
change, not the view. Our life is the outcome of what we are and
what we are is the outcome of the way we think and of the way we
see the world. However many times we change our location, change
our jobs, our spouses or other elements of our life, we still carry
the same thoughts, the same reactions and the same way of viewing
the world and others.
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