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 INTRODUCTION

 


At the top of a one hundred foot pole

an iron cow gives birth
to a calf.[1]

 


What must we do? Where can we go?

It is when we awaken to the fact that we are,
as it were, at the top of a one hundred foot pole that we first
seriously ask these questions. Life is lived at the frontier of
existence, each step a step into the unknown, each moment
completely new. But we pretend there is a road of life along which
we can walk, that there is an enduring world and that we can repeat
things, that each breath is the same as a previous breath. We
pretend all of this in the face of the overwhelming evidence to the
contrary and we make believe that “reality” is an enduring
something which goes from the past to the future through the
present.

Sometimes, however, the road of life
collapses into a point, a moment - at the top of a hundred foot
pole. The pretenses break down and we are swept by a vertigo of
transience and are filled by a fear of plunging into an abyss of
nothing. A moment of true perception, coming from failure, loss,
our basic aloneness, or the precariousness of existing, is all that
it takes to shatter this complacency about a real enduring
world.

How often too in life do we arrive at a point
where we feel blocked and anxious, where we cannot go forward or
backward: as though at the top, as it were, of a hundred foot pole?
“I have to give up,” “I can’t go on,” “I can’t make it,” “What is
the use anyhow?” “Why go on, why bother...” But there is no
alternative, life does go on, we cannot give up. Even suicide is
its own way of going on.

It is not only individual lives that reach an
impasse. Our collective life on earth seems to have reached an
impasse of its own. No one needs to be told that we live in very
troubled times. From whatever angle we look there are problems and
dangers. The technological cornucopia creates one vast heap of
waste; attempts to feed the world’s populations accelerate soil
erosion; our hunger for fuel destroys the quality of our life,
while our attempts to preserve that quality of life threaten our
survival in an economic world of eat or be eaten; medical
discoveries threaten us with over population, and the rapid
advances in automation, computer and electronic gadgetry, dazzle us
with promises while delivering confusion; the restoration of
freedom and dignity to the people of the Third World ushers in the
threat of irresolvable inflation with a potential collapse of our
financial structure. In the midst of it all, ugly, black and
sinister, are the missiles, pointing to the heart of mankind, but a
mere motion of a finger away from homing to that heart with all the
consequences that would entail. Something must be done, but
what?

Where can we go? We have to go forward. We
have been rushing downhill on a road to future glory too long to be
able to apply the brakes, but is it not just this rushing forward
that courts disaster? If we stop the rush long enough to look at
our predicament, we find our world poised uneasily, like a huge
iron cow on the top of a hundred foot pole.

How can we get back on to the road of life?
We can only hope to change the world if we ourselves are changed.
It is of little value to struggle with the world’s problems while
ignoring our own personal problems, and we cannot put the world
right until we have put ourselves right. Each has equal
responsibility. If we do not struggle to overcome the war in our
own hearts, all the peace conferences, all the marches and
demonstrations, protests and complaints that are made for peace and
against war will be to little avail. A big war is, after all, made
up of a million small wars that have gone beyond a flash point and
spun out of control. The basic issues of our times are the basic
issues of each one of us.

The very extreme the world has got to must
tell us that the world is not populated by angels called “us” and
demons called “them,” but by men, women and children. Each of us
has our own quota of pain and confusion, and to blame others, to
call upon them to change, to say the world would be a better place
without them, simply adds to this pain and confusion, theirs and
ours. But how do we change ourselves, what is it that must be
changed and what is the Way?

In this book we shall touch on various ways,
but Zen Buddhism has been the way followed and practiced by the
author for more than twenty-five years. Zen Buddhism originated,
according to tradition, when Shakyamuni Buddha, instead of giving a
talk, held up a flower before an assembly of monks. Only one monk,
Mahakasyapa, understood and smiled. A flower and a smile, a flower
that is a smile, this is Zen Buddhism. It is the direct entry into
the truth of the world as one vast smile, a living flower. It is
far from the gloomy, pessimistic Buddhism that seeks vacancy and is
world denying, that was introduced to Europe and America by
translators unable to see the truth hidden in the obscurity of
style and manner of a culture quite different from their own. Zen
is yea saying. Not in the manner of some hearty optimist, back
slapping and laughing, while calling on everyone to cheer up
because things always turn out for the best. Quite the contrary. It
is by seeing that all props and reassurances, all havens of rest
and harbors from storms are illusory and unnecessary, that we
awaken to the security of One Mind.

The Zen tradition, because it sees no need to
create a bulwark against the erosion of time, has not prized
knowledge and learning for its own sake. Absolute truth, absolute
goodness, indeed any and all absolutes, it regards as symptoms
indicating the sickness is in an advanced state. All absolutes can
do no more than get us to the top of a hundred-foot pole. The
question then is how to take yet another step. Zen Buddhism,
therefore, is not a philosophy, theology or psychology, but a
practice. In the practice of Zen one assuages the thirst for
the absolute by taking a further step.

This next step is Awakening: the iron cow
gives birth. Awakening is the heart of Buddhist practice. “Buddha”
means “awakened one” and everyone can awaken. With awakening, the
dream of being a separate, isolated individual, with its attendant
fear and frustration, fades; while wisdom and compassion, inherent
in us all, develop naturally. This has been the message of Zen
Patriarchs and Masters over the past fifteen hundred years.

Most of what is written in this book is based
upon experience and observation. If you find something difficult to
accept, then it is suggested that you observe yourself rather than
try to reason about it from statements made elsewhere in this book
or books by other authors. If it is still difficult to accept, then
set it aside for the time being. If you find any section
particularly difficult, then leave it and return to it later. In a
way the whole book should have been written before any chapter was
started, and ideally all chapters should be read at once. It would
be best, therefore, if at all possible, for the book to be read at
least twice.

Quotations have been used freely, not only
from Zen sources but from other sources as well. Thus the book is
sometimes in the nature of a montage. This kaleidoscopic approach
is meant to help the reader summon up the intuitive power to see
the whole, the One that can only be pointed toward but not pointed
at. In the end the only thing of value is that the iron cow should
give birth, even at the top of a hundred foot pole.

 To help
in the exposition, koans have been used. Each chapter starts with a
koan. A koan is a saying or an action of a Zen Master and is an
invitation to use the mind in a new way. What this new way is the
subject of the book. As an introduction let us consider the opening
koan: “At the top of a one hundred foot pole an iron cow gives
birth to a calf.” In our exposition so far, we have tended to use
the koan as a metaphor, a metaphor for the precariousness of our
existence. This precariousness comes from two conflicting forces,
symbolized by the sterility of iron and the fertility of giving
birth: we cannot go on and we have to go on. However, a koan is
more akin to irony than to a metaphor. As one writer said: “The
essential metaphoric act is a putting together, a synthesis of what
had not been united before.”[2] One can live with a metaphor, enjoy it, be
kept warm by it. But only the one taken in by irony would try to
live with irony: essentially, irony forces one out. Seeing into
irony “is in some respects more like a leap or climb to a higher
level than like scratching the surface or plunging deeper. This
leap is always to a higher viewpoint, to a greater vantage
point.”[3] A koan, like irony, also demands this leap, but
not to a new viewpoint.

In the Diamond Sutra it is said that one must
arouse the mind without resting it on anything. This is the leap
that is required. When a Zen Master speaks, he speaks from an
aroused mind; to see into the meaning of what he says we must
become one with that aroused mind by arousing our own.

The chapters are all held together by the
central theme of the dilemma or ambiguity of our condition, and
each circles around this ambiguity. The chapters are not strictly
consecutive and by and large could be read in any order. Some
general guidance might be useful to help readers orient themselves
in the book.

The first chapter raises the question “What
is the Way?” It comes from a dialogue between two of the most
famous Zen Masters. It leads into the heart of the matter: that no
formula or recipe is possible. It raises the dilemma at the same
time it resolves it. The ambiguity of our condition, the causes for
it and the form it takes are discussed most directly in Chapters
Two, Three, Four and Five.

The term ambiguity
has been used for want of a better word, but the meaning of
this term has been taken beyond the ordinary meaning. Ordinarily
ambiguity means a two-sided situation: a situation that can equally
well be on one side or the other. It is also improperly used to
mean vagueness or indefiniteness. Our use of the word encompasses
the former meaning, but goes one step further in saying that
although either side is acceptable, nevertheless one side
has to be selected. The implications of this are explored
and it is shown how this ambiguity is the basis of our experience
and consciousness at all levels. The “Oneness” that pervades the
ambiguity, making two sides unacceptable and forcing us to choose
one of them, is shown itself to be ambiguous; while the most
fundamental ambiguity is shown to have as one of its faces the fact
that there is no ambiguity. This, we will show, is the ultimate
irony of life.[4]

Human history - social, political and
cultural - no less than the growth of an individual to maturity,
could be seen as an attempt to come to terms with an ambiguity that
demands an ultimate leap if full maturity is to be attained.
Without this leap demanded by life, various kinds of “neurotic”
solutions are resorted to. Chapters Six, Seven and Eight broach
this neurosis of human growth and show it to be this abortive
attempt to resolve the dilemma of existence within existence
that creates what is called the ego. Ego is seen to be an illicit
union of “uniqueness,” “the center,” and the “word.” The ego is a
metaphor for the universe, a metaphor that is taken literally.
Chapter Seven discusses the role played by uniqueness and the
center, both “standing for” the fundamental Oneness. Chapter Eight
discusses the role of language in binding these together,
particularly the role of the words “I” and “it” as the mortar of
experience and existence.

These chapters point to the need to do
something about “ego” and chapters Nine and Ten are concerned
principally with this. Chapter Nine is concerned with obedience as
one way to struggle with ego, and with the dangers and pitfalls
that this way entails. Chapter Ten shows the “structure” of the
Mind, the importance of intuition and the intellect, and “knowing”
as the basic ground. Some of the less fruitful paths are discussed
in the hope that this might help the reader in the search for a
Way. The chapter on “Mu!” might, on the face of it, appear to be
written for the specialist, for one who is actually practicing.
However, this chapter was held in mind throughout the whole writing
of the book and is something like the bull’s eye of the target.

Finally, the chapter on suffering is an
essential element. It would have been good to have placed it at the
beginning, or even in the middle, but the structure of the book
somehow dictates that it should be at the end. Without taking
suffering into account, the book would lack heart.

The book is basically very simple, but
unfortunately not easy. If it were made easier it would lose in
simplicity and therefore in truth. It may be read at several
different levels, which address both those who have some
acquaintance with Zen Buddhism and those who do not. The layman
should not in any way be put off by the use of koans as these have
been used in a way accessible to everyone. The Zen Buddhist, on the
other hand, should not be alarmed at their use. The author has
struggled with each of them through many long retreats and knows
too well their beauty and truth to want to use them other than
well.
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 CHAPTER
1

 


EVERYDAY MIND IS THE WAY

 


Joshu asked Nansen, “What is the Tao?”

Nansen answered, “Ordinary mind, that is the
Tao,”

Joshu asked, “Then how do we get onto
it?”

“If you try to direct yourself toward it,
you go away from it,” answered Nansen, (or, “The more you seek
after it, the more it runs away.”)

Joshu: “If we do not try, how can we know it
is the Tao?

Nansen: “The Tao does not belong to knowing
or not-knowing. Knowing is an illusion; not-knowing is blank. If
you attain to this Tao of no doubt, it is like vast space. Where is
there room for right or wrong ?”

At these words Joshu
was suddenly enlightened .[1]

 


“What is the Way?” What does this question
mean? The way to where, to what? The way to heaven, the way to
happiness, the way to success? Who is Joshu anyway, why is he
asking this question, and why should it be of any concern to
us?

Joshu was born in China in or about the year
778 AD and died 898, which would have made him about 120 years old
when he died. He was, many feel, one of the greatest Zen masters
and one of the great spiritual figures of all time. This koan gives
the account of his awakening on his first encounter with his
teacher, Nansen. It is said that it took him another twenty-five to
thirty years to come to full awakening at the age of about fifty.
Joshu worked and studied all this time with Nansen, after whose
death he is said to have travelled throughout China to meet with
many Zen masters to polish and refine his understanding. At the age
of about eighty he settled down and started to teach. There are
many stories about Joshu, and all give the impression of a warm,
down to earth, but subtle teacher.

Perhaps his most famous saying, and the most
misunderstood, is: “When I’m hungry I eat, when I’m tired I sleep,”
which is but another, more concrete way of saying “Everyday mind is
the Way.”

Nansen (748-834) was also a great teacher. As
a student his teachers were Zen masters Nangaku and Baso. He was
ordained at the age of thirty and made some considerable study of
Buddhist philosophy and disciplinary practice. Among the sutras he
studied were the Avatamsaka Sutra and the Lankavatara Sutra, two
sutras very much favored among the Zen Buddhists of China, and
which will be encountered in different guises throughout this book.
One commentator said that Nansen forgot all he knew about Ch’an
(Zen) when he came to awakening. This is one of those unfortunate
statements that can make Zen seem so obscure and impenetrable. It
is true that Nansen brought the philosophical teachings of Indian
Buddhism down to earth and that this is the most important aspect
of his style of teaching; but he did not do away with the
philosophy. It is not by destroying the Buddhist philosophy but by
bringing this understanding within the orbit of everyday life that
Zen has made its great contribution.

Taoism was one of the two great streams of
thought that supported and sustained, and finally blended with
Buddhism to bring about Zen (Ch’an in Chinese). The other great
stream was Confucianism. Tao or the “Way” is a word thoroughly
steeped in Chinese philosophy and thought. However, because it was
so saturated with tradition and profound thought, it was both a
very common and a very loaded word. Even the English word “way” is
not simple. It implies “way” as that which is walked or moved
along; it also implies the process of walking along. So one could
ask: “What is the way to walk the way?” Tao also has the meaning of
the Goal: the Way is the Way. Everyday mind is the Way. A monk
asked, “What is my treasure?” and the master replied, “Your
question is your treasure.” This monk was asking, “What is the
Way?” The master replied, “Your question is your treasure.” In the
very seeking and searching is that which is sought after. In the
very fact of living is the “way” of life.

To help give some idea of how deeply the
“Way” was embedded in Chinese culture, some quotations are provided
below. The approximate dates of the persons concerned are given in
brackets.

 


Tung-kuo Tzu asked Chuang Tzu (400 B.C.)
“What is the Way?

Where is it?”

“It is everywhere,” replied Chuang Tzu.

Tung-kuo Tzu said, “It will not do unless you
are more specific.”

“It is in the ant,” said
Chuang Tzu.[2]

 


Mencius (371 B.C.) said, “The Way is One and
only One.”

“The Way is close at
hand, but men seek it afar.”[3]

 


Han Fei Tzu (233 B.C.)
said, “The Way is that by which all things become what they are. It
is that with which all principles are commensurable. Principles are
patterns according to which all things come into being. Tao is the
cause of their being.”[4]

 


Huai-nan Tzu (122 B.C.)
said, “The Way covers heaven and supports earth. There is no limit
to its height and its depth is unfathomable.”[5]

 


Ho Yen (249 A.D.) said,
“Being, in coming into being, is produced by non-being - that is,
Tao in its completeness.”[6]

 


Some writers have likened Tao to the
Christian “Logos,” which is loosely translated as Word, but also
has the connotation of “meaning.” Christ has often been called the
Logos, the Ultimate Way. “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.” A
Westerner might therefore have asked, had he been Joshu: What is it
that has ultimate meaning: or, more simply, what is the meaning of
life? We feel we need a meaning or a purpose in life, not some
philosophy, but something to work toward, something to look forward
to and hope for, some point to life. One of our greatest fears is
that we shall find with Macbeth that;

 


“Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor
player

That struts and frets his hour upon the
stage

And then is heard no more. It is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and
fury,

Signifying
nothing.”[7]

 


This fear, no doubt, would have been part of
the baggage that Joshu carried with him but which enabled him to
put up with the rigors of the journey. Traveling in China in the
8th Century must have been arduous: traveling by foot, in all
weathers, along rough and broken roads, across swinging bridges,
over swollen streams or dizzying canyons, with loneliness, hunger
and sleeplessness as constant companions

At the end of all that travel Joshu simply
asks, What is the Way? Not: Do you mind if I ask you some
questions? There’s been a lot going on in my mind just recently and
somehow it’s all getting me down. Just simply, What is the Way? One
does not walk hundreds of miles across country in order to ask a
philosophical question, but because one is on fire. What is the use
of a definition of water when the house is burning down?

Our myths and legends
are full of this wandering, searching for the Holy Grail, the
Promised land, the Ring, Moby Dick. One of the oldest, the myth of
Gilgamesh, was recorded about five thousand years ago, but it is
probably much older even than that. Gilgamesh is said to have
travelled to see a teacher and on meeting him to have said, “To see
you I have wandered over the world, I have crossed difficult
ranges, I have crossed the seas, I have wearied myself with
traveling. My joints are aching and I have lost acquaintance with
sleep that is sweet. My clothes are worn out. Oh Father, how shall
I find the life for which I am seeking?”[8] Again there is
the direct question, “How shall I find the life I am seeking?” How
shall I find meaning in my life, what is the Way?

Sri Shankaracharya, the
great 8th century Hindu teacher and reformer, said that a seeker
“scorched by the fierce flames of the world forest” addressed his
teacher thus: “How shall I cross the ocean of this world? What
should be my goal? What way should I take? I know of none. Be
gracious, master, save me. Tell me how to end the miseries of
earthly life. Withhold nothing.”[9]

Joshu said, “What is the Way?” But do not
think there is a difference between Gilgamesh, Shankara and Joshu -
or you. Do you say that you do not burn? Then ask yourself: What if
life is a tale told by an idiot? What if there is no point
to life? If you do burn, then what is one to make of Nansen’s
reply: Ordinary mind is the meaning; your day-to-day life is the
point?

People frequently come to the Montreal Zen
Center and say they would like to take up Zen. The question “Why?”
is inevitable, and always asked. Some say because their mind
wanders and they want to concentrate; some say because they heard
it was good for you; some because they are practicing karate or
Aikido; some because they have read the books of Zen Masters and
are either intrigued by their iconoclasm, impressed by their
independence, or thrilled because it seems so easy. There was one
woman who came because she had read a detective novel in which the
hero had practiced Zen and was “always so calm and seemed to always
know what to do.”

But there are some who do not know why. They
get fidgety when the question is put and shift about awkwardly on
their chair. They look at their hands, look out of the window,
sigh, smile, laugh, and sometimes even cry. They are embarrassed.
What a strange thing it is to sit dumb or crying, unable to say a
single word at a question so obvious and so simple. Is it that they
do not know why they want to practice Zen or what they want? Or is
it that they know very well what it is, but everything that they
can say is not it?

A monk asked, “What is
the correct question and answer?” “It is that which one does not
speak from the mouth,” replied the master.[10]

In fairy stories the fairy often gives the
hero three wishes. The first two are spent on wishing for
something, and the last on wishing that he didn’t have it. If you
ask for peace of mind, concentration, greater understanding, your
wish may be granted, only for you to find out too late that that
was not what you really wanted. Zen masters never tire of saying
that we are “whole and complete and lack nothing.”

It is said that Buddha, whose name was
Siddartha Gautama, and with whom Buddhism originated, was born a
prince, the son of a rich man and that at his birth it was
prophesied that he would become either a king or a wandering monk.
His father wanted his son to follow in his footsteps as a king and
did not want him to suffer the privations of an ascetic life. So he
did his best to shelter Siddartha Gautama from the ills and woes of
the world, to bury him in pleasures and luxuries, to wall him off
from the outside world so that he would have no cause to become a
monk.

But the very luxury, comfort and surfeit of
pleasure itself became the goad, and restless with the distraction
of distraction, anxious and tired of a life leading nowhere, he
broke out from the prison of forgetfulness and entered the blaring
world of the town and marketplace. Tradition says he left the
palace grounds three times. On the first sortie he met a sick man,
on the second an old man, on the third a dead man. In a more modern
but less concrete idiom, we might say that he became profoundly
aware that sickness, old age and death are constant companions
through life. It was these three companions who showed Buddha the
Way.

Each of us has these faithful companions
attendant upon us always: at breakfast, walking to work, watching
TV, in bed. They are there, patient but persistent - cancer, heart
attack, stroke, a skidding car, escaping gas, fire, a badly placed
ladder. And they do not always come dressed in the heavy boots of
war, famine, or disease - there was a newspaper story recently of a
man who sneezed and broke his neck.

We can jog, fast, eat vitamins, brown rice,
and three different kinds of kelp, but our companions are patient -
they’ll jog too. We cannot lose them and when the time comes they
will be there. Even if, in one’s dodging and weaving, sickness
misses a punch or two, old age will be there with its toothless (or
nowadays, toothy) smile:

 


Outliving them all

Outliving them all.

Ah! the
cold.”[11]

 


And after old age comes death. It is the fact
of death that is the goad driving us onward in our search for the
Way. A monk said, “I’m not afraid of death.” “Then you’ll not get
far in Zen,” was his teacher’s reply.

After all of
Gilgamesh’s journey, after he had pleaded for an end to his
suffering, his teachers said, “What endures forever? From the days
of old there is no permanence. The sleeping and the dead, how alike
they are. The life of man unfolds as he lives: the day of his death
is not revealed.”[12] Is this not the last thing that Gilgamesh
wanted to hear?

When a woman had lost her only child, stung
to death by a serpent, she pleaded with Buddha for solace and he
promised her solace if she could fetch a mustard seed from a house
which had not known death. Is this not fighting fire with fire?

What is the Way? For most the world is a
place of exile, through which they wander, longing, longing for
home, and everyday-life is a pastime or a chore of filling up time.
Everything that is encountered raises hopes of home; everything is
looked at, examined, from the angle of home: will this be it at
last?

Desolate through
forests and fearful in jungles, he is seeking an Ox which he does
not find. Up and down dark nameless wide flowing rivers, in deep
mountain thickets, he treads many bypaths. Bone tired, heart-weary,
he carries on his search for this something which he yet cannot
find. At evening he hears cicadas chirping in the
trees.[13]

 


Show me the way to go home.

I’m tired and I want to go to bed.

I had a little drink about an hour ago

And it’s gone right to my head.

No matter where I roam,

On land, on sea or foam,

You will always hear me singing this
song,

Show me the way to
go home.[14]

 


My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken
me,

Why art thou so far from helping me?

 


We suffer and cry out. Isolated,
misunderstood, alien, alone, doing a little good, avoiding a little
evil, we seem forsaken by the best. It is as though a light that
should be shining has gone out and we are engulfed in the twilight
of suffering. Life is founded on suffering and suffering underlies
all we do. We suffer because we are hungry and we suffer because we
are full; we suffer because we have and we suffer because we lack.
We suffer because of love, in fear that we shall lose what we love,
and we suffer when we hate. There is a constant cycle of fear,
hate, greed, boredom, hope, despair. There are, it is true, bouts
of pleasure that come like oases in the desert. They may be pure
and unalloyed, but they cause us suffering in their very beauty. We
come to live in tomorrow and tomorrow becomes a disease. We live in
hope; hope sustains us: something to look forward to, something to
grasp. And so by being used and abused, hope is destroyed. Life may
be painful now, we say, but that is because temporarily things are
not quite right. When I get that new job or that new house, my
degree, girl friend, boy friend, more money, another degree, my
life will settle down, calm serene, and happy. Pain, we believe, is
an accident, an intrusion, the bungling of an unthinking fate. We
are like people waiting at a railway station for a train that will
never come. We await the call that never comes to fulfill a promise
that is forever broken. Many die, still waiting.

Our three companions are discreet; they do
not block our view, but their shadows are unmistakable:
uncertainty, impermanence and lack. There is always something
missing, always something to worry about, always the poignancy of
passing time slipping like dry sand constantly and mercilessly
through our fingers; with each new decade, a new dread. But even
so, behind the dread - glimpsed sometimes as it were, out of the
corner of the eye - there is something, some hope, and faith is
never quite dead. This something makes itself known through faith
in the happy ending, the yearning coming through the strained
voices of popular singers, the hope in the lyrics that promise blue
skies, pennies from heaven.

Why this faith that there is a way out? Why
this constant, even if disguised, search for the way? Why this
conviction in so many people that it need not be like this? Why the
belief that this bitter life in an alien world is not all, that
there is a home, and a way home, even though seen through sugar
coated glasses? What is this echo of a distant haven reverberating,
however remotely, through even the most sentimental?

In spite of all the evidence of experience,
our own and others, most, if not all of us are thoroughly convinced
that peace and contentment are our true heritage; even though
living in misery and despair, we claim that life is not so bad.
When Joshu asks, “What is the Way?” he asks as Everyman,
Everywoman, as you and me, and he asks because he knows deep within
that there is a way. Is not the very universality of the search,
disguised as it sometimes may be in the roughest guise, not
evidence that he is right?

When we go to a teacher, we expect good news.
No matter how tedious or grim our life, no matter how much anxiety,
anger, or simply boredom we feel, we have an instinct that tells us
that, if he is really a true teacher, one who in some measure has
realized the truth, then he’ll have tidings of comfort and joy.

It was surely this instinct that supported
Joshu as he stumbled along, burning with thirst for the truth; that
helped him along over those long lonely miles of winter and
struggle. One can imagine him rehearsing his encounter: now saying
this, now that, but always with Nansen saying the comforting words.
But what does Nansen say?

 


Joshu asked, “What is the Way?”

Nansen said, “Ordinary mind is the
Way.”

 


There must have been a long pause after this.
The koan simply goes on to say what Joshu said next, but that is
how a koan is. You have to get right inside it to understand it.
Each koan is talking to you about you yourself. Just imagine: you
are a person for whom life has unaccountably dried up. There is
nothing left to hope for, yet things as they are just won’t do. You
feel more and more desperate and less and less able to acknowledge
your desperation. Your everyday life goes on, but it is like dust
and ashes in the mouth. You are only going through the motions. You
are irritable, restless, cannot concentrate and cannot divert
yourself. Finally you hear about a Zen master who has all the
answers. He lives a couple of hundred miles away and it will take
you a week or more of hard walking to get to him. Well, I’ll do it!
If he has the answers, that’s where to go. So you pack a few
things, take along some money and walk those miles.

At first the journey is a distraction in
itself and you wonder whether it is necessary after all to make
this journey: all the problems seem to have left, apart from a
blister on each heel. But, after a day or two, it all hits you
again, only now much worse. Suppose he doesn’t have the answers.
Suppose he won’t see you. Suppose he dies before you get there.
Suppose you can’t find him. Hope struggles with despair.

At last you get there, you do find him, he is
not dead, he will see you. And then: “What is the Way?”
“Everyday mind is the Way.”

What do you feel? What do you do? He doesn’t
know the answers. What does he mean? Is he testing me? Does he mean
something else? Why doesn’t he give a straight answer?

One day Nansen was
working up in the mountains. A monk passed and asked Nansen,
“Where does Nansen’s way lead to?” Nansen lifted up his
sickle and said, “I bought this for thirty pence.” The monk
said, “I’m not interested in your sickle that cost you thirty
pence. I’m asking you about where Nansen’s Way goes to.” Nansen
said, “I have used it with pleasure and
profit.”[15]

 


Disappointment, puzzlement, curiosity,
rejection: above all, disappointment. A feeling that the point has
gone out of things.

If this man is a Zen master, he is either
joking or he means what he says. In Zen it is said that a
thousandth of an inch is all the difference between heaven and
earth. If one misses the meaning here, then one misses Zen and one
misses life.

It may be as well to pause to see what Nansen
did not mean by his “Everyday mind is the Way.”

One teacher, commenting upon this koan, said
that Nansen meant everyday mind purged of its greed, anger, and
ignorance, freed from the bondage of anxiety and pain. But then it
is no longer ordinary mind! Or if it is, Joshu’s next question
would have to be, “How do you purge the mind in this way? How do
you get from mind to Mind?” But Nansen is saying mind is Mind.
There is no way from mind to Mind. What is the Way means
“How do I get rid of all this stuff I carry around with me?”

Some people interpret Nansen to mean that
ordinary mind is mediocre mind. They feel that the development and
use of any talent or capacity would take them away from “ordinary
mind.” But for a university professor ordinary mind is being a
university professor, just as being a waiter is ordinary mind for a
waiter. A president of a company has the problems of a president of
a company. Odd job people have the problems of odd job people.
Ordinary mind, as Zen master Yasutani-roshi used to say, is
“enjoying your riches if you are rich; accepting your poverty if
you are poor.” Some people say, “I understand what Nansen says but
cannot live with this understanding until I am awakened.” Do they
understand?

Others again will say that if Zen is everyday
mind, then there is nothing we need do, nothing we need learn.
Spiritual teachers and guides along the way are unnecessary. Some
of these will even quote a famous interchange between Zen master
Hyakujo and his monks:

“You are a lot of mash
eaters,” he said, (i.e. one who eats the leftovers after the juice
has been extracted). “Why do you waste your time going around on
pilgrimages? Do you not know that in all the land of T’ang there is
no Zen teacher?” A monk came forward and said, “But surely there
are those who teach disciples and lead communities?” Hyakujo said,
“(I know) I do not say there is no Zen; it is just there are no Zen
teachers.”[16]

The monk was stating the obvious,
particularly as this took place during the T’ang era when there
were more Zen teachers than at any other time. Everyone, including
Hyakujo, knew that teachers and communities were necessary. What
does Hyakujo mean then? Is he being difficult or paradoxical? What
is he trying to get across?

Another Zen master said:

 


“I went to my
teacher with nothing and came away with nothing.” Someone
asked, “Why bother to go to the teacher then?” The reply
was, “How otherwise would I know that I went with nothing and
came away with nothing?”[17]

 


Hyakujo is not putting down Zen teachers, nor
the teaching, nor the monks. He is not saying that “religion,
churches and education have led us to this awful mess.” There is an
irony in a teacher talking about teachers the way Hyakujo does, an
irony that is brought out fully by, “I do not say there is no Zen;
it is just that there are no Zen teachers. “ It is partly from this
irony where words and the situation referred to by the words are in
conflict, that Hyakujo’s statement gets its subtle force. In a
similar way Nansen pushes Joshu towards an ultimate conflict by
saying “Everyday mind is the way.” The use of irony in this way
gives an open-ended quality to the teaching that is given. It is
like a gong that is struck and goes on reverberating. But to truly
be one with Hyakujo, one must go on beyond this irony. It is true
that “there are no Zen teachers.” But in what way is it true? It is
true that everyday mind is the way, but how can we see this
truth?

A monk went to a teacher to say that he was
having trouble with the sutras. The master said, “Don’t be upset by
the sutras; upset the sutras.” He did not say, “Tear up the sutras
and throw them away,” nor did he say, “Don’t bother with the
sutras.” One’s relation to the sutras and with teachers and with
everyday mind must be of a particular kind. There has to be an
intensely active relation with the teacher - the teacher is a
challenge that must be met. But this relation must be based upon
deep trust, respect and gratitude. If this basis of respect and
gratitude is there, not only of the student towards the teacher,
but also of the teacher towards the student, it is easy to sift,
question, doubt, and then respond to the challenge. The more secure
the basis, the easier it is to sift, question, and doubt.

In the practice of Zen it is said that one
needs great faith, great doubt, and great perseverance to
resolve the conflict between these two. The faith necessary is
faith in one’s own inherent awakened nature and faith in the
teacher as a sure guide to that awakened nature. But there is a
difference between faith and gullibility.

A monk asked Tung-shan
whether he agreed with all the teachings of his late master. “I
accept half and reject half,” the Abbot said. “Why not
accept all?” “If I did I should be unworthy of my late
master.”[18]

It is true that teachers abound who prey on
the gullibility of a starving population. There have always been
those who, when asked for bread, give stones. Every religion has
its scribes and pharisees who shut the kingdom of heaven against
others because they are afraid to go in themselves. But this does
not mean that there is no need for authentic teachers and authentic
teachings or that there are none, or that we should reject all
teachers. On the contrary, there has never been a greater need than
there is today for authentic people who have gone along the Way and
who can light it up in some measure for others.

Another fundamental misconception about Zen
is that it is a way without effort and exertion, a way without
conflict. Such phrases as “doing that is no doing,” “Wu wei,” “let
go,” can all lead to the notion that, as one misinformed
commentator said, “zazen is a mini sabbath in which one relaxes
while savoring being rather than doing.” Or, as another would have
it, “zazen is sitting quietly doing nothing, allowing an empty but
marvelous consciousness to surface.”

Far from sparing one conflict, Zen, like true
Christianity, pushes one constantly towards conflict: “I bring not
peace but a sword,” said Christ. “Sustained exertion is not
something people of this world naturally love or desire, yet it is
the last refuge of all,” said Zen master Dogen. Therefore when
Nansen propelled Joshu into everyday mind, he propelled him into a
vortex of conflict and confusion.

How many people can tolerate the notion of
being ordinary? Yet this, says Nansen, is where you start and end.
Many have the hope that spiritual training, Zen, will lift them out
of the ordinary round of life, that they will in some measure
become extraordinary, unique, or that they will experience
extraordinary states of mind, perpetual bliss, a non-stop high. Yet
it is precisely this wish that is the first and greatest barrier to
true practice. Humility is to accept that one is ordinary, not less
or worse than ordinary, but ordinary. The world has known only
ordinary people: all our saviors, kings, emperors, presidents and
superstars were and are ordinary.

But this ordinary mind, despised, scorned and
feared, how difficult it is to reach, how easily pushed aside. The
ordinary mind is even the mind of judgements, opinions, beliefs and
dogmas. We judge it as bad and look for what is exalted, spiritual,
good. This judging it as bad, this search for what is exalted, this
search for the way, is everyday mind. The “way of everyday
mind” is not an easy way.

Dogen said, “It takes
sweat, tears and sometimes blood.” Hakuin, a 17th Century Zen
master, said: “Isn’t it strange that everything in the past was so
difficult and everything of the present so easy. If the difficulty
of the past was good, then the easiness of today is bad. If the
easiness of today is good, then the difficulty of the past was
bad.”[19]



So what does Nansen mean then when he says,
“Everyday mind is the Way”? Joshu was also puzzled, because he had
to ask, “Then how do we get onto the Way?” Nansen said, “The moment
you direct yourself towards it, you go away from it. The more you
seek after it, the more it runs away.” Do you see what Nansen is
doing? Do you see with what a remorseless grip he holds Joshu? He
is just like a bulldog with massive jaws. Joshu is completely
stymied. Nothing Nansen could say could be plainer, but there must
not be so much as a blink of the eye. To practice Zen one must be
like a thief in the night, infiltrating without changing a thing.
It is like dropping a pebble into a lake without raising a ripple.
Joshu is saying: how does one work to realize the truth? And Nansen
says even raising a hand banishes the truth forever.

Joshu must have been perspiring by now and
comes out with the next question: “If we do not try, how do we know
it is the Way?” This is the pivot on which the whole koan turns. It
is like a watershed. Nansen is a swordsman who has maneuvered his
opponent into a corner: one stumble and it is all over.

If everyday mind is the way - brushing the
teeth, going to the bathroom, eating, walking, falling in love,
succeeding, failing, getting sick, getting angry, despairing,
hoping - if all of this is the way, how can we know it is the way
if we cannot make an effort?

The keyword is “know.” “How can we know this
is the way?” Nansen seizes upon this word and with a stroke of the
sword cuts through Joshu’s confusion. “The Tao does not belong to
knowing or not knowing. Knowledge is an illusion; not knowing is
blankness.” So if this is so, what then? A student asked
Yasutani-roshi, a deeply awakened Zen master, “What is the
difference between your touching fire and my touching fire?”
Yasutani-roshi said, “No difference at all. Absolutely none! But I
know it and you don’t.”

Someone asked Baso, “What is Buddha?” This is
another way of saying, “What is the Way?” Baso replied, “This very
mind is the Way.” If mind is not concerned with knowing and
not-knowing, what is it concerned with? Mind is
knowing. There is no way to approach Nansen through an analysis of
words and logical structures. To be one with Nansen it is necessary
to open the inner eye. Once this eye is opened the truth is
everywhere. What is there to know, how can one not know? A fish
lives in water, a bird lives in the air. Wherever we look, there it
is. A Hindu song says: “My love is in my eyes, that is why I see
him everywhere.” If the mind is knowing, what is there to know? “If
you really attain to this mind of no doubt, it is like the great
void, so vast, so boundless. How can there be any division in this
mind or Tao?”

The Way is ordinary mind: the argument with a
friend, the rebuke from a neighbor, the criticism of a boss. It is
like the great void, so vast, so boundless. It is not that first
you have the one and then you have the other.

All systems of Buddhist teaching are in the
mind, where immeasurable treasures originate. All its supernatural
faculties and their transformations revealed in discipline,
meditation and wisdom are sufficiently contained in one’s mind and
they never depart therefrom. All the hindrances to the attainment
of pure knowing which arise from passions that generate karma are
originally non-existent. Every cause and effect is but a dream.
There is no ordinary world that leaves and no pure knowing to
search for. The inner world and the outer mundane world are one and
the same. Tao is formless and boundless. It is free from thought
and anxiety.

When you have
understood this Buddhist teaching you will see there is nothing
lacking in you, and you yourself are no different from
Buddha.[20]

The only way to come to terms with what
Nansen says is by a life-and-death struggle. In this koan is given
the way that this struggle must be undertaken. It is no good to go
south if the goal lies to the north.

Although Joshu saw into Nansen’s mind and
became one with him at that moment, nevertheless it took him
twenty-five years before he understood what he had seen, and
another thirty years before he could call it his own.

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 CHAPTER
2

 


EVERYDAY MIND: ONE IS ONE?

 


Whenever he was asked a question Gutei
simply stuck up one finger. At one time he had a young attendant,
whom a visitor asked, “What is the essential point of your master’s
teaching?” The boy also stuck up one finger. Hearing of this, Gutei
cut off his finger with a knife. As the boy ran out screaming with
pain, Gutei called to him. When the boy turned his head, Gutei
stuck up his finger. The boy was suddenly awakened.

When Gutei was about
to die, he said to the assembled monks, “I received this one-finger
Zen from Tenryu. I used it all my life but could not exhaust it.”
When he had finished saying this, he died.[1]

 


Each koan reveals the whole truth, because
the truth is One. Although there are several thousand koans, each
can stand by itself. A koan is not like a formula that needs other
formulae as supplement and for support. Each koan is a universe in
miniature. But what does it mean, that the truth is One? This is
what Gutei’s finger is about. If we can understand Gutei’s action
and see into the attendant’s finger, we shall see that this koan is
the koan of our age, a shattered age searching for unity.

Whenever Gutei was asked a question he would
raise a finger: what is the meaning of life? Why was I born? Why
must I die? What is God? What is the Devil? What is good? What is
evil? Always the same finger came up.

Tradition says that Gutei was alone
practicing zazen in the mountains. A nun came upon him and he asked
her to rest and have supper with him. She said she would do so if
he could say a word of Zen. Gutei was bewildered and didn’t know
what to say. The nun turned to leave and Gutei said, “It’s getting
dark, why don’t you stay overnight and leave in the morning.” The
nun turned back and said again, “If you can say a word of Zen, I
will stay. If not, I will leave.” Again Gutei was unable to respond
and the nun left. Ashamed of his inability to respond adequately,
Gutei resolved to leave the mountain. However, he had a dream which
told him a great master would visit him shortly. A few days later
an old monk came by. His name was Tenryu. Gutei told him of his
encounter with the nun and asked him for a word of Zen. Tenryu
immediately held up a finger and Gutei was awakened.

From this time on, whenever asked a question,
Gutei also would raise a finger. But why did he do this? What is
the connection between Gutei raising a finger and Tenryu’s raising
a finger?? Are there two fingers - Gutei’s and Tenryu’s - or one?
If two, then is not Gutei simply imitating Tenryu? If one, then how
is it we see two fingers?

“It is by the One,” said Plotinus, a Greek
philosopher of the third century, “that all beings are beings. (If)
not a one, a thing is not. No army, no choir, no flock exists
except that it be one. No house, even, or ship exists except as the
one.

As one it begets all
things, it cannot be any of them - neither thing, nor quality, nor
quantity, nor intelligence, nor soul. Not in motion, nor at rest,
not in space, nor in time, it is in itself uniform.”[2]

Everything is a one, but
what of the One. “The One is absent from nothing and from
everything. It is present to all those who can touch it and absent
only to those who cannot. We are not separate from the One, nor
distant from it. It is because of the One that we breathe and have
our being.”[3]


This One has haunted humanity from the very beginning. How can so
many be one? Are the ones - chairs, ships, ourselves - also the
One? “That which is One into all hath developed.”[4] Thus said the
Vedic hymns, hymns as old as history. Again, from these same hymns:
“There was not then what is nor what is not. There was no sky, and
no heaven beyond the sky...The One was breathing by its own power,
in infinite peace. Only the One was: there was nothing beyond.
Darkness was hidden in darkness. The all was fluid and formless.
Therein, in the void, by the fire of fervor, arose the
one.”[5]

This “One” is the
subject of all Zen koans.[6] Each koan in its own way comes out of
and leads to this One. Some emphasize Oneness as “no self,”
emptiness or boundless totality without content. Others emphasize
the immediacy of Oneness as dynamic presence. Some emphasize
not-twoness, and others emphasize perfect interpenetration.
However, it is simply a difference of emphasis. All koans fall to
some extent in all four classes and many defy classification. The
only reason these classes are mentioned is to bring out that the
Oneness of Zen is not a static, numerical One, nor a flaccid, total
collection of all that is.

We yearn for Oneness while being the One we
yearn for. As Zen Master Hakuin says, we are “like one in water
crying ‘I thirst’: like a child of rich birth wandering poor on
this earth we endlessly circle” trying to find the One that we
are.

 


He who is in the Sun and in the Fire and in
the heart of man is One. He who knows this is one with the One.
(Hindu)

 


Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord
is One! (Hebrews)

 


No divinity if not One divinity.
(Mohammed)

 


The entire universe is one bright pearl.
(Gensha)

 


One fist is the entire universe. (Dogen)

 


There exists just the One Mind.
(Huang-po).

 


I and the Father are One. (Christ)

 


Above the heavens, below the heavens, I
alone am the Honored One. (Buddha)

 


The way is one and only One. (Mencius)

 


Hear, O Israel, the Lord thy God, the Lord is
One! What a revelation, what an awakening is this. Gone are the
shadows of confusion and multiplicity arising from a patchwork
world of tribal gods and demons; gone is the obscurity of magic and
superstition. The Lord thy God is One. Is not this call the
beginning? Not the beginning in time, but the beginning that is
always present. Is not this One the Light of the world? Not the
light that is only seen, but the light that is heard, smelt, tasted
and touched. Hear, O Israel: the clarion call that awakens the
dead, the dead that are raised by raising a finger.

The Lord thy God is One: if not unity, then
no divinity. If not One, there is no god. The divine is One and
religion is the celebration of Oneness, the celebration of Light.
Light and life are One: not the light of day nor the life opposed
to death, but the Light of Life. “I am the way, the truth and the
life.” “I and the Father are One.” “Throughout heaven and earth, I
alone am the Honored One.” Mohammed too raised a finger, Mohammed,
Buddha, Christ: one voice: Hear, O Israel, the Lord thy God is
One.

This One is in the heart
of man and in the heart of lions and horses, tigers and cows, cats,
rats and bats. No, not in the heart, but is the
heart. “He who is in the sun, and in the fire, and in the heart of
man, is One. He who knows this is one with the one.”[7] If faith, then
faith. If one, then One.

What is this One that is now called God, now
the heart of man, now revealed in a single finger? When Gutei
raised his finger, what did he have in mind? Does he mean the
finger is a symbol for the One? Or is it a metaphor, the finger
stands for the One, or the finger is like the One? But if so, why
did he cut off the attendant’s finger? If the finger is simply
pointing to Oneness or standing for Oneness, is not the attendant’s
finger as good as Gutei's? Was the competition too much? Were there
two fingers instead of one and one had to go? Suppose Gutei’s
assistant had raised two fingers, or five fingers - how many would
Gutei have had to cut off then?

One fist is the entire
universe, said Zen master Dogen. One fist! Raising the fist was the
fascist salute.[8] How then can one fist be the entire
universe? Or is there a difference between Hitler’s fist and
Dogen’s?

 


Above the heavens and below the heavens, I
alone am the Honored One. (Buddha)

 


It is I who am God, no other apart from me.
(Jehovah)

 


I am, none else beside me. (Hitler)

 


Is it just a quirk of language that makes
Hitler and Buddha, Hitler and Jehovah, sound so much alike?


Surely it is a mistake to look for the origin of religion in
questions such as “What is man?” “What is the meaning of
existence?” “What is good and evil?” Religion does not come from
questions, but from a voice crying out in the wilderness, the voice
of the One crying for the One. Stifle the voice and the rocks and
stones would cry out. Religion is the opiate of the masses, said
Marx.[9] God, said Freud, is but a surrogate
father.[10] Two more voices: the one crying for heaven
called utopia, the other crying for God called reason. But religion
is not supplanted by utopias nor dethroned by reason. Nor,
moreover, is it necessarily the search for the good.


Religion in the West has for so long been associated with a search
for good that the evil in religion has been overlooked. “That evil
can appear in the shape of light, of good deeds, of historical
necessity is plainly confusing to someone who comes from our
traditional world of ethics,”[11] because we think the One has
to be good. “Religion,” said Alfred North Whitehead, a celebrated
philosopher, “is by no means necessarily good. It may be very
evil.”[12]

 


Christ said, “The Father and I are one.”

 


Hitler said, “I am Germany, Germany is
me.”

 


Each proclaims One where others would
proclaim two. “One Church, one faith, one God,” the Roman Catholic
Church says in effect. “One Reich, one Volk, one Fuhrer,” said
Hitler.


A group of concerned German Protestants published a manifesto in
l933 recognizing the danger of this new religion. “We see our
people threatened by a mortal danger. The danger is that of a new
religion.”[13] But at the same time others were
enthusiastic and “as storm troopers of Jesus Christ” wanted to
organize the German Evangelical churches and bring the Protestants
in line with the Nazi regime. These people said, “The eternal God
created for our nation a law that is peculiar to its own kind. It
took shape in the leader, Adolf Hitler. One nation! One God! One
Reich! One Church!”[14]

Was Hitler engaging in some Satanic black
mass, usurping the power and strength of two thousand years’ faith?
Was he simply a fake imitating that which he could not even being
to understand? Was Gutei’s assistant a fake, imitating something he
could not begin to understand? Then the koan would be a rather
pointless story about a master chastising a student. But one sweep
of the knife and the assistant was free. This suggests that the
student was close to something before the knife flashed, that he
saw that all was one and was indicating this when he raised his
finger. What was wrong, then, in his raising it? “One fist is the
entire universe.” Can that fist be lopped off?

The entire universe is one bright pearl -
perfect, whole and complete. This pearl, that Christ called the
pearl of great price, is it not the One Mind? Huang Po said, “When
all the Buddhas manifest themselves in the world, they proclaim
nothing but the One Mind.” Nothing but the One bright pearl.
Without a flaw - luminous, smooth, pure, and peerless - the One
Mind knows no second. So where does Hitler come in, where do the
S.A., the S.S., find a place in the serenely shining and peerless
pearl of great price?

Zen master Shibayama said: “Oneness can only
be achieved by hard training.” Zen master Yasutani said: “If you
think, then your precious life of Oneness will be destroyed.” What
is this Oneness? How can the One Mind, which knows no second, be
achieved only by hard training and how can it be lost by thinking?
How can Oneness be achieved? If it is achieved, is it Oneness? If
it is lost, where will it go? Are Shibayama-roshi and
Yasutani-roshi then mistaken? But if they are, then there is no
difference between Buddha and Hitler. Buddha is One, Hitler is One.
But who would want to aver this “no difference”? Yet if there is a
difference, then is there a difference too between Buddha and
Christ, between Christ and Mohammed, between Mohammed and Dogen?
Hear, O Israel, the Lord thy God is .... how many? If the One is
many, why should Hitler not be the One?

For years religion has been buried deep
beneath the debris of wars and their aftermath of prosperity and
waste; for the skeptical and indifferent the religious institutions
of the world have lost their place as a bulwark of society and have
become tourist attractions at best, bingo parlors at worst. But if
religion is the celebration of Oneness, can it ever really die? The
One will not perish for how can life die? If religion cannot be
clothed in ermine and crowned with a mitre, then it will make do
with a black shirt and steel helmet. If we cannot have a patriarch
or saint, then we will put up with a wretched tramp from some
Austrian flop house, strutting with fist raised before hundreds of
thousands of worshippers, calling out in a raucous voice, “I am,
none else beside me,” proclaiming a religion of Oneness, alias
order, at all costs. In our craving for Oneness, we grasp for even
a counterfeit One, although it is still the One that grasps.

Can this One be
experienced? If not, how can we talk about it? If so, what is it
that is experienced? Or perhaps it is just an abstraction. After
all, an abstraction is something that can be thought about but not
experienced. But then, wherein lies the power of Oneness to move?
Philosophers and artists have sought for this Oneness as men dying
in the desert search for water. Some have died in the quest, some
have gone mad, some have committed suicide. And for an abstraction?
If truth is a simplifying idea that magically transforms a mosaic
of theory and fact into an elegant whole, if beauty is a harmony of
parts that allows each to give and receive from a whole, what is
this whole? Is it not but another name for the One? Whole and
complete means One and nothing left outside. Although a philosopher
may express the One abstractly and incompletely, it does not mean
that that which relentlessly drives the philosopher to his search
is abstract and incomplete.[15]

Oneness is not an abstraction - not simply a
way of summing up thoughts and ideas, a logical extension of the
tendency of the mind to generalize. Even power and its cultured
brother, authority, are but children of the One Hand clapping,
whose silence is so thunderous that the roar of the bombs and the
bullets of all wars put together makes not even a muffled echo.

A mighty fortress is our God; but what is
this mysterious fortress that none can assail or destroy, this
source of miracles, magic, science and superstition, wonder and
war? Can you count the galaxies, compute the stars, imagine their
planets, breathe in the unbelievable number of atoms in all of
this, and put it all into one finger - and then say that the One is
an abstraction?

 


A monk asked Joshu, “If all return to the
One, to what does the One return?”

 


Some say that Gutei’s assistant did not know
much and was a mere boy, imitating, perhaps even conditioned by his
teacher. This would mean that Gutei was merely rebuking the boy
and, in severing the boy’s finger, accidentally brought him to
awakening. But Zen masters are not disciplinarians, rebuking in
order to teach. If the boy is a mere imitator, what value has the
koan? If the boy is conditioned, what value has Zen?

What if the assistant were not some beginner?
What if, on the contrary, he was an advanced student, so much so
that it took only one sharp shock to bring him to awakening? What
if this awakening, moreover, is worth a finger or an arm, or even
life itself? It would not then have been an accident.

Gutei’s assistant saw the One as one finger,
Gutei severed the finger. The head monk (referred to in Hui-neng’s
autobiography) saw the One as a bright mirror. Hui-neng smashed the
mirror. From the beginning, not a thing is, not even the One. Thou
shalt not make a graven image... and yet we do just this, or have
others do it for us, sometimes with ghastly consequences. A
fraction of an inch is all the difference between heaven and hell,
or the Third Reich.

Just as there are those who would dismiss
Gutei’s assistant and the head monk as of no consequence, as two
who had no real understanding, so most would want to dismiss Hitler
as some ridiculous clown, strutting across the world stage left
vacant for a moment by the true heroes of history. As tramps with
ridiculous mustaches and an idealism perverted by a world of
matter, he and Charlie Chaplin seemed to be twins: mirror images of
the ridiculous reflecting the absurd. And so we laughed at the
Great Dictator who, meanwhile, with a massive power never before
equalled, crushed Europe.

Instead of being called ridiculous, Hitler
was then called mad - a madman surrounded by idiots like Goring,
fanatics like Himmler and ignoramuses like Goebbels. He and his
entourage were mad, it was said. Indeed, some would have it that
the whole German nation was mad. Humanity wanted to cut off its
German arm to save its soul. If the Germans are mad, we do not have
to worry. God is good and all’s well with the world.

If it were Germans that slaughtered
Jews and plundered the Russians then, if we can say the Germans are
mad, we can avoid the guilt. But if it is human beings killing
human beings, brothers slaughtering brothers, the self plundering
the self, then the whole world might be the nightmare of a madman.
Who could tolerate that vision?

A panel of
psychologists conducted a series of personality tests upon the
German defendants at the Nuremburg trial of war crimes. They were
to produce a report, but the report never appeared. One member of
the panel suggested that the reason it did not appear was that “the
results did not reveal what everyone expected, even required, that
they reveal: that the Nazis were demented creatures. What they did
in fact reveal was that such personalities are not unique or insane
(and) could be duplicated in any country of the world
today.”[16]

 Some
called Hitler mad, some said he was a Messiah, the incarnation of
Oneness: “His never to be forgotten words affected me as the words
of a prophet.”[17] “The Sun shone all the time he was
there.”[18] “My belief is that our leader, Adolf
Hitler, was given by fate to the German nation as our savior
bringing light to darkness.”[19] “The Fuhrer’s act (which led to the
murder of thousands of his closest followers) is not subject to the
dispensation of justice for it was itself the highest form of
justice.”[20] “He spoke less to the people’s political
convictions than to their spiritual state.”[21] A Hamburg
school mistress was one among many who “had witnessed scenes of
moving faith which showed Hitler as the helper, rescuer, redeemer
from our overwhelming need.”[22] Nietzsche’s sister said Hitler struck
her as being a religious leader rather than a political
leader.[23]

In the light of history, we know that some
awful calamity occurred, a calamity stunning in its proportions.
But what happened? Why did a civilized country follow him and even
men of the stature of Heidegger support him?

Madman or prophet, buffoon or messiah, he
must have struck some chord deep in the hearts of people. There
must have been something beyond all the ranting and raving, the
obscene and the spurious. If not, how are we to understand him?


What was extraordinary about Hitler was the speed with which
everything was accomplished. It is this speed and the enormity of
what evolved that shows the power of Oneness in human affairs.
About 1920 Hitler entered politics: an unknown man who ten years
earlier had been a tramp. He had no connections, no education, and
no money. In twenty-one years he had established supreme control
over the German people and had an empire that covered Europe from
France through Belgium, Holland, Denmark, Norway, half of Russia
from Leningrad to Stalingrad, Hungary, Austria, Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Greece, Rumania, Yugoslavia, Crete, and North
Africa from El Alamein to Tunisia. Oneness is the supreme catalyst.
It is like the wind that blows where it will. It is this that gives
the key to understanding prophets as well as demagogues. The speed
with which Hitler accomplished everything is a property of
catalysis. For example, take oxygen and hydrogen and a flash of
energy and there is water. It is like the eruption of an idea. At
one moment there is confusion and concern, and the next everything
is clear and in order. This flash of insight, of energy, is Oneness
at work.[24] “Hitler’s catalyzing powers were
indispensable and everything: the will, the goal, the cohesion,
instantly disappeared without the physical presence of Hitler
(after his death).”[25]

Unity: Oneness. The lust for “purity of
blood,” the abhorrence of racial mixture, the crushing insistence
upon one party, upon loyalty, upon world conquest. How are we to
understand this - as madness, as magic, as misplaced sexuality, as
a historical accident?

The human being is a religious being, a being
at home only in Oneness, and religion is not necessarily
good.[26] The One Mind will always out, even if it is
the mind of the devil. “The devil too is One.”

A well-known writer has said, “Because there
is One Mind there can be no evil.” But because there is wood, can
there be no dark wood as well as light? Black is black, white is
white, gray is gray, through and through. To say that One Mind is
good only and evil but an illusion is not only denying One Mind; it
is also dangerous.

Hitler was not an isolated phenomenon, nor
the first to proclaim himself the Messiah. Mankind has been
pursuing the millennium throughout history, before and since the
birth of Christ. History is studded with stories of the coming of
the Son of Man and of His being identified with this or that man
destined to bring heaven to earth. Hinduism is impregnated with the
myths of the avatar, and the Hero has a thousand or ten thousand
faces.

Recently an American
history teacher conducted a course involving the Nazi
era.[27] The students, following a film showing
Nazi atrocities, said that the fault lay with the German people and
such a thing could never happen in America. The teacher, wanting to
show the dynamics involved, conducted an experiment to show the
methods and motivations of the Nazis. With the agreement of his
class he introduced vigorous discipline, immediate response without
thought, preferably of the yes and no variety, and unthinking
obedience. He removed ambiguity and disorder, replacing them with
certainty and security. As did the Nazis, he introduced symbols,
slogans and salutes, so that the class could identify with each
other, the “movement” and the leader. After a while, when the
movement had taken hold, he claimed it was part of a greater
movement that was leading Americans towards a more simple and
orderly life based upon ideals of humanity and goodness. It is not
difficult to see that below the surface of his actions he was
arousing order, unity, identity, belongingness, togetherness - in a
word, he was arousing Oneness. Order, pattern, structure, meaning,
purpose, are all ways Oneness manifests.

The teacher wanted the “experiment” to be a
short one and just sufficient to give a vicarious taste of Nazism.
To his amazement the Movement, which was called the “Wave,” spread
out from his class across the campus. More and more students became
involved, shedding their individuality to become part of a greater
whole which as it grew, increased in attraction.

And also as it grew some of its members
became more and more fanatical in their adherence to the Movement
and those who were not interested found themselves ostracized, and
minority groups began to suffer. In the end the school authorities
became alarmed at the monster that was growing in their midst and
decided the experiment should be called off.

In order to bring the experiment to an end in
such a way as to bring home his point, the teacher, who was now
ostensibly the local leader of the Wave, called a mass rally, which
had all the characteristics of a miniature Nuremberg Rally. He said
that at the meeting the members would see their national leader -
and they did. After allowing tension, expectation and hope to
increase to a point, the teacher suddenly flashed a photograph of
this leader on a large screen. It was a picture of Adolf
Hitler.

Gutei’s finger is the koan of our age. Our
world is troubled, in conflict, dangerous. As we struggle to digest
Buchenwald, Auschwitz, Gulags, Vietnam and the Middle East, we
tense up, awaiting the next disaster. In the chaos and confusion we
yearn for unity; we long for it so much that we run the risk of
accepting it at any price and of being led astray to a Oneness of
isolation and alienation, to a religion of destruction and despair,
as did the ill-fated Germans only a few decades ago. On one hand
there is the Oneness of Gutei, on the other, that of his assistant.
On one hand there is Buddha, on the other there is Hitler. How is
it that there are two? These are not idle questions, but the very
substance of the koan. Why did Gutei cut off the finger and what
did the attendant “see” that brought him to awakening? Another way
of asking this same question is, “how would the attendant respond
if someone were to ask him about the fundamental principle
after his finger had been cut off?”

“Because there is One Mind there can be no
evil.” This will not do. Gensha, a Zen monk, said, “You know, even
in the Black mountain of demons, freedom is working.” Bodhidharma
said, “The holy and the profane are of one essence.”

“While he was washing
his bowl a master watched two crows fighting over a frog. A monk
came up to him and asked, ‘Why should they reach such a state?’ The
master replied, ‘It is simply because of you.’”[28] Me? Why is
there so much struggle and conflict in the world? Why must there be
Hitlers, Himmlers and Stalins?

Conflict must come from two opposing
principles. The two crows each see themselves as the One, just as
Gutei’s assistant would see himself as the One. But on the other
hand, if Oneness is basic, why should this conflict appear? “It is
because of you,” said the master. To whom is he referring?

Buddha said, “Whoever
sees me by form, perverted are his footsteps upon the Way.” Jesus
said, “It is I who am the light which is above them all. It is I
who am the All. From me did All come forth and unto me did all
extend. Split a piece of wood and I am there. Lift up a stone and
you will find me there.”[29] From the One comes all and I am that One.
I am the crow and the frog, the stormtrooper and his victim. I am
the One who is in the sun and in the fire and in the heart of man.
The One who knows this is one with the One.

Oneness is sometimes
called in Buddhism “Buddha nature.” Zen master Yasutani, commenting
upon Buddha nature, said, “What is the substance of Buddha nature?:
In Buddhism it is called Ku (Shunyata). Now Ku is not mere
emptiness. It is that which is living, dynamic, devoid of mass,
unfixed, beyond individuality or personality - that matrix of all
phenomena. Here we have the fundamental principle or doctrine or
philosophy of Buddhism.”[30]

A Zen master said,
“From the beginning not a thing is” - no swastika, no gas chamber,
no Fuhrer. Nothing has a self-nature: everything is One Mind. If we
think there is a finger, it will sooner or later be chopped off,
blown off, or burnt off. But if we insist on this “no finger,” then
we fall into a pit deeper than hell. It is not a question of
emptying the mind, but of seeing into the emptiness of mind: even a
mind full of hate is empty. A Zen master said, “There is a type of
man who intentionally searches for the void through abiding in
stillness. His understanding is the opposite of truth.” “When the
utmost void is reached, awakening is still not obtained. It is only
when one is clear as the morning that the Unique One can be
seen.”[31] If we can understand this, we will
understand what the attendant saw after his finger had been cut
off.

There is something both innocent and
innocuous about Gutei raising his finger, but when he does the
whole world shifts on its axis.
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3

 


EVERYDAY MIND: ONE IS TWO?

 


Goso asked a monk, ‘Sei and her soul are
separated - which is the true person?’

The story of Sei’s
two souls appears in various Chinese books of ghost stories and is
as follows: “In a place called Koyo lived a man, Chokan, whose
youngest daughter, Sei, was very beautiful, and the pride of her
father. She had a handsome cousin named Ochu and Chokan as a joke
used to say they would make a fine married couple. The two young
people, however, took this chaffing seriously, and thought of
themselves as engaged, being in love with each other. The father,
however, intended to give Sei in marriage to another young man,
Hinryo, and tragedy could not be avoided. In indignation Ochu left
the place by boat, and after several days journey, found one
evening, to his astonishment, that Sei was on the same boat.
Overjoyed, they went to the country of Shoku where they married and
later had two children. Sei, however, could not forget her native
place, and feeling she had deserted her father, wondered what he
was thinking of her. She longed to return so her husband decided to
go back with her. When they arrived Chokei left Sei at the port
where they had arrived and went to the father’s house her to
apologized to the father for taking his daughter away from home,
and to beg him for forgiveness ‘What is the meaning of all this?’
exclaimed the father. ‘Who is this woman you are talking about?’
‘It is Sei,’ replied Ochu. ‘Nonsense!’ said Chokan. ‘After you
left, Sei became ill and was in bed for several years. That’s not
Sei at all!’ Ochu went back to the boat, and brought Sei to her
father’s house. Being told of this, the Sei lying in bed, when the
Sei came from the boat, arose from her bed and went toward her, and
the two became one. Chokan said that after Ochu had left his
daughter never spoke, and lay there as if in a stupor. The soul
must have gone from the body. Sei said that she had not known her
body was in the house. When she felt Ochu’s love, and saw him go,
she had followed him as in a dream, but after that had remembered
nothing.[1]

 


Sei and her soul are separated.

If Oneness is basic, how is twoness possible?
This is the most fundamental of all mysteries: if God is good, how
is it that evil exists; if I am whole and complete, why do I
suffer? Buddha said, “Throughout heaven and earth, I alone am the
Honored One”: are other people then simply imaginary? If Oneness is
basic, where do conflict, suffering, war, and pain come in? Can
Oneness be Oneness if it is divided against itself? Is the search
for unity an illusion, like the crock of gold at the foot of a
rainbow? Or is the belief in diversity and multiplicity the
illusion? If there is just One Mind, does this One Mind know? If
so, what does it know; if not, why call it Mind?

Sei is an individual and the word
individual means indivisible. Do you think the story
far-fetched? Then consider the following: Bunuel, the late Spanish
film director, directed a film “Cet Obscur Objet de Désir,” in
which a man tries to seduce a woman, Conchita - not an unusual
plot. For a short while all seems to go well for him, then at the
critical moment Conchita changes completely and instead of
welcoming and encouraging his advances, she repulses him. Then,
when all seems lost, she again becomes compliant and seductive.
This is still nothing new. What makes the film different is that
the role of Conchita is played by two entirely different
actresses: the compliant one by one actress, the reluctant one
by another. The two actresses are not at all alike in appearance,
speech, or mannerisms. Yet what is interesting is that Bunuel, with
very clever direction, manages to maintain the illusion that there
is just one person, one girl played by one actress. Not
until the film is two-thirds through does one awaken to what is
happening, when the spell is broken to let the viewer in on the
secret that two different actresses are involved in playing one
role. But which one is the true Conchita?

 


Goso asked a monk, “Sei and her soul are
separated; which is the true person?” This same twoness in one
person is brought out in a quotation from the Gnostics of the first
and second centuries, who had profound affinities with both
Buddhism and Christianity:

 


I am the first and
the last. I am the honored one and the scorned one. I am the whore
and the holy one. I am the wife and the virgin. I am (the mother)
and the daughter...I am she whose wedding is great and I have not
taken a husband.[2]

 


Which is the true person?

Another example from fiction is that of Dr.
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, a character from R.L. Stevenson’s famous novel
of the same name: on the one hand a gentleman and compassionate
doctor, on the other a demon and heartless murderer.

Observe another carefully and you will see
two people. One is an affable, gentle person, friendly perhaps,
somewhat weak, and even sentimental, kind to others: this person
has a bright, smiling face and is easily accessible. The other is
hard and businesslike, dedicated to getting things done, cold,
somewhat insensitive; efficient in a way, but difficult to get to,
difficult to understand. The two are not always obvious, sometimes
the one is reserved for home, the other for the office, but these
two are always subtly there. Look at a full-face photograph of this
person and what do you see? Cover the left side, now the right
side. Is there not a difference?

When Eichmann, responsible for the
administrative aspects of the systematic destruction of much of
European Jewry, appeared on the stand in an Israeli court, it was
hard to reconcile the somewhat docile, slightly deaf and
puzzled-looking man, who it was said loved his family and was
particularly fond of dogs, who believed in God and prayer, with the
fiend described by one after another of the surviving victims of
his pitiless reign.

Which was the true Eichmann? Which the true
Conchita? Which is the true Sei? Indeed, which is the true you?
Don’t you have this eternal struggle between sensuality and
sainthood? Don’t you feel that whatever you are doing you ought to
be doing something else? Do you yourself not have these strange
contradictions, perhaps wanting to be at the center and wanting to
retire into the background at the same time? Or wanting to live a
pure life and wanting to kick over the traces? Or wanting a full
and busy life, but wanting a life of solitude and quiet?

This is what the koan is about: twoness and
oneness - two women, one Sei. The question then arises whether
these two have to be made into one. If so, what is this one? If
not, which is the true Sei? The one who went into the world and had
a husband and children? Or the one who remained a recluse,
retiring, silent and turned inward?

This koan is not about mere duality or the
coexistence of two ways of being, two personalities in one body, or
two complexes within a single mind. The koan is not asking which
should triumph, Sei or her soul, Dr. Jekyll or Mr. Hyde, the nun or
the whore. It is talking about two equal and valid ways of being,
neither of which can triumph over the other nor merge with the
other. If Sei is an individual, which is the individual?

The problem pointed up in the koan does not
simply belong to Sei, Eichmann or Dr. Jekyll. It is universal. It
is the problem of each of us. Furthermore, it is not a
psychological one to be resolved by therapy: its universality
involves the universe itself, and as such it is a religious
problem. If we fail to see this one/two contradiction as the
fundamental problem of religion, we can never find a secure basis
for our life and will forever build upon shifting sands. Sei is
everywoman, everyman, and we must see into this koan or miss the
point of art, religion, Zen and even life itself.

To see into the koan we must see into
ourselves. It is in ourselves that we can see clearly the
dimensions of this question: is it one or is it two? Let us not be
too hasty with our conclusion.

A Zen master was washing his bowls and
watching two crows fighting over a frog. A monk came up to him and
asked, “Why should they reach such a state?” The reply was, “It is
simply because of you.”

Before going on, it is
interesting to note parenthetically that modern theoretical physics
has its own Sei in the form of light which is now a particle, now a
wave, depending upon the kind of experiment conducted. Neils Bohr,
one of the great physicists of our time, proposed a principle of
complementarity, which would provide an epistemological basis for
accepting this indeterminacy. This principle would accept twoness
as fundamental. Einstein could not agree and bluntly said so at a
congress of physicists in l9ll. Einstein was convinced of oneness
and could not accept twoness. “Then the discussion opened out.
Lorentz did his best to give the floor to only one speaker at a
time. But everyone felt strongly. Everyone wanted to put his own
view. There was the nearest thing to an uproar that could occur in
such distinguished company.”[3] The debate still goes on in physics: Is
it one, is it two?

This reminds one of the case tried before a
judge who said, after hearing the case for the prosecution, “You’re
quite right!” The counsel for the defense hurriedly put forward his
case. “You’re quite right!” said the judge. The clerk of the court
leapt up, somewhat hot under the collar, and said, “M’lord, they
can’t both be right.” “You’re quite right!” said the judge.
Einstein is quite right: God does not play dice, there is no
ambiguity in oneness. Bohr is quite right: twoness is fundamental,
the world is basically ambiguous.

In spite of the above digression, this
problem of oneness/twoness is fundamental and basic to human
nature, so basic in fact that wars have been fought, and are likely
yet to be fought, because of it. To see it simply as a
philosophical or theological dispute would be to miss the
point.

A monk asked a master, “When a snake swallows
a frog, should you save its life or not?” To save its life you kill
the snake; not to save its life is to leave the frog to die; and
yet each has the right to life. A similar dilemma is faced in the
question of abortion and birth control. In life we have to act:
even inactivity is its own form of action.

In order that we can refer to this
oneness/twoness in a more elegant fashion, let us call it
ambiguity, or the ambiguous. This word is very apt,
being itself ambiguous, as its root ambi means both one and
two.

On the one hand the word ambit means
the totality of space in which an action may take place.
Ambience means the unity underlying the subtle
interpenetration of influences. “Ambition” is that which unifies
desire, dreams, intentions and actions. It is a univalent thrust.
“Ambi,” therefore, means oneness.

On the other hand the word ambivert
means going in two opposite directions. Sei is an ambivert in that
she is both introvert (one who turns inwards) and extrovert (one
who turns outwards). Ambivalent means to be both attracted
to and repelled by something. Conchita, for example, was ambivalent
towards her lover and his advances. Ambidextrous means to be
able to use both hands equally well. So ambi has the meaning
of both or two.

This justification for the use of the word
ambiguous in the way it is being used here - for which the
author is indebted to Leonard Bernstein’s lectures on music - is
not insisted upon. We are using a word to designate a situation
which has so far not been isolated as such, and ambiguous
seems the least objectionable.

Unfortunately ambiguity has acquired a
further meaning - that of “vagueness.” A figure half seen in the
twilight might be called ambiguous. In this book the figure would
be considered ambiguous only if it is seen now as a woman, now as a
rock or a tree.

In the sense in which we are using the word,
ambiguity means: “Is it one, is it two?” If it is one, it cannot be
two. If it is two, it cannot be one. But it also means, if it is
two, which of the two is it: is it Sei or is it her soul; is
it Dr. Jekyll or Mr. Hyde? Are you the affable one or the
hard one, both, or neither? Who are you? What are you? It is
confusing, but the confusion after all has a structure - a confused
order, an orderly confusion.

 


Consider Figure 1. Is this a picture of a
young lady or an old lady?
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Figure 1

 


If it is a young lady, then the old lady
disappears; if an old lady, then the young lady disappears. Can it
be said that it is either one or the other? Would it
make sense to say the young lady is real and the old an “illusion”?
Each picture has equal claim, does it not? However, we cannot say
that it is both a young lady and an old lady because when we see
the one we do not see the other. Nor can we say that it is
neither a young lady nor an old lady. Which is the true lady, the
young or the old? Which is the true Sei?

Sei and her soul are parted. It is no good
theorizing as to which is the true Sei. The koan calls for an
immediate response, not an explanation. It is a concrete problem:
which is the true Sei? Explanations simply give the dimensions of
the problem, they cannot help resolve it. The world is divided into
East and West - which is the true world? America is divided -
Liberal, Democrat, Conservative, Republican. Which is the true
America? Canada is divided, Britain is divided. Which is the true
Canada, the true Britain?

India at the time of its independence in l947
gave a truly painful example of this. Gandhi wanted India to retain
the political, economic and traditional integrity of India and felt
that India could and should live with its religious duality of
Moslem and Hindu. Others, however, notably Jinnah, the Moslem
leader, insisted that there should be religious unity at the cost
of economic and political duality. Mountbatten had to decide which
was the true India, the economic or the religious.

Life is basically ambiguous, but so often it
demands, as does this koan, a single unambiguous response. Poised
on the horns of the dilemma “to be or not to be,” am I or am I not,
unable to move forward and unable to go back, unable to will one
thing, unable to commit ourselves unequivocally, but unable to
finally withdraw - our life is frustrating and painful, full of the
feeling of wasted opportunities and of being taken in when we would
rather do otherwise.

The ambiguity of freedom
is one example among many of the ambiguities of life.[4] There are few
words as heavily charged as this word freedom. Countless men
and women have died for “freedom,” and every person has or will
pass the “barrier” in life between childhood and adulthood where
freedom becomes an issue. But what is freedom? We can be sure that
the next war will be fought in its name, as were the myriads of
wars of the past. Revolutions erupt in the name of freedom:
freedom, equality, and brotherhood: liberté, egalité, fraternité.
But if Americans fight Russians for freedom, will not the Russians
fight the Americans for the same cause? What is freedom and what is
the opposite of freedom? Although many people might have difficulty
with the first question, the second can be answered readily by
most. Bondage is the opposite of freedom. Or is it?

As a child grows up he or she wants to be
free and so rebels. “I want to do as I like without your
interference. I want to make my own mistakes. I’m not like you and
in any case things are different now from when you were my age.”
But freedom is not all that children want. They also want security.
The world is wide and vast and can be very threatening. So often a
child breathes a sigh of relief when arriving home after some
particularly risky enterprise, feeling the security, warmth, and
certainty of being home. But how soon does this security become a
burden?

The logical opposite to freedom may be
bondage, but in experience the opposite to freedom is security and
security is as desirable as freedom. Often, however, the
price of one is the loss of the other. It is the security/freedom
dilemma, with the overtones of, Am I a child or an adult? Can I
cope or can’t I? Am I or am I not? that makes the struggle of the
teenager so fierce. “I have to opt for one or the other, but if I
opt for the one I cannot opt for the other and I want both.”

It is not only teenagers that struggle like
this. A feminist writer explores this same dilemma and shows that
women have as a group opted for security over freedom and have
consequently, to a considerable degree, voluntarily sacrificed
freedom. The struggle in the liberation movement therefore is as
much a struggle with the unresolvable dilemma of security/freedom
as it is against a society whose rules have been made by men for
men.

The same dilemma was faced by many Germans
when the Nazis came into power. The Nazis offered order in place of
chaos, employment in place of idleness, national pride in place of
humiliation, clarity, and certainty of direction over confusion of
purpose and meaning. In short, they offered security in the face of
disintegration and anarchy. But the price was freedom, and those
who were unwilling to pay the price were simply destroyed.

The conflict between freedom and security is
analogous with another conflict, the need to be distinct and the
need to belong, the need to make up one’s own mind about things and
the need to yield to the pressures of the group. The fashion
industry thrives on these two needs and on the willingness of the
person à la mode to walk the razor’s edge between the two.

Fairness under a socialist system is
considered to be summed up in a slogan: from each according to his
ability, to each according to his need. This might be parodied by
the one who favors free enterprise as “to each according to his
ability, from each according to his need.”

Let not the reader think that we are simply
concerned with verbal definitions. No martyr has gone to the stake
or stood in front of a firing squad with a dictionary under his or
her arm. The ambiguity of freedom is more profound than simply
saying that on the one hand there is ‘freedom to’ and on the
other ‘freedom from.’ Freedom is freedom and it is against
the threat of loss of freedom, real or imagined, that men and women
have fought, suffered and died.

Voltaire said that all religious problems
boil down to one question: should the shirt be worn inside or
outside the trousers? If only it were so. If only the problem
“monism” or “dualism” could be solved so easily. There always has
been a faction that feels conflict comes from confused words and
that could we but clarify our words, or get rid of words, or agree
that others use different words, then all our differences and
conflicts would drop away. Esperanto, a universal language, would
usher in the millennium. But can conflict be so easily resolved?
Are religious problems simply problems of semantics? If we stopped
using words, even if we got rid of thought, would conflict thereby
be eliminated?

There is a koan in the Mumonkan in which Zen
master Shuzan held up a staff to the assembly of monks and said,
“You monks, if you say this is a staff you are mistaken. If you say
it is not a staff you lie. Now, what is it?”

Some say that Shuzan wanted to free his
disciples from the snare of words, but is that all he wanted to do?
Do the two faces in Figure 1 come into being because of words? The
two Seis are not verbal formulations. To see Zen as a set of
riddles showing the inadequacy of language and thought to come to
terms with existence is to confuse the medicine with the cure.
There is no doubt that words are inadequate, and Zen when practiced
correctly shows this, but this is not all. When the sun rises its
shows what a poor source of light a candle is. But this is not all.
When the sun rises, it rises!

The belief that conflict comes from words and
thought was rife in Buddha’s time too. Pundits of the day felt that
could we but clarify words, or get rid of words, or agree that
others use different words, then all differences and conflicts
would drop away. Some of the pundits had a questionnaire made up of
a “quadrilemma” with which they confronted and confounded the
teachers of the day. The Buddha himself was confronted with the
questionnaire on several occasions and each time simply rejected
it. He said it was a viewpoint that was the problem.

 


“Is the Tathagata (Buddha) after
death?”

“This is but a viewpoint, monk.”

“Is the Tathagata not after
death?”

“Both is he and is he not after
death?”

“Neither is he nor is he not after
death?”

“These are but
viewpoints, monk.”[5]

 


Mumon in his poem on this koan says:

 


The moon among the clouds is ever the same
(one):

Valleys and mountains are in constant
change.

What a happy thing this is.

Is this one, is this
two?[6]

 


If we try to surrender the moon, the light of
our life will grow dim, meaning it will be lost and true hope
destroyed forever. If we surrender the valleys and mountains, our
life will be spent in a vacuous glow, empty of interest and
challenge. Is it one, is it two?

 


 


~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~


 CHAPTER
4

 


THE MIND OF AMBIGUITY

 


Every day Zen master Zuigan used to call to
himself,

“Oh master!” and would answer himself,
“Yes?”

“Be awake, be awake!” he would exclaim,
and then answer, “Yes! Yes!”

“Do not be deceived by others, any day,
any time.”

“No, I will
not.”[1]

 


“The eye with which I see God is the eye with
which God sees me.” This famous aphorism of Meister Eckhart gives
us a way into this koan. With one and the same eye one both sees
and is seen. With one and the same voice Zuigan calls and answers:
“Wake up! Wake up!” “Yes, Sir!” “Don’t be deceived by others.” “No,
Sir!” Who is it that calls? Who answers? Who are the others who
deceive us?

Anyone who has travelled across the ocean by
liner has had the experience of being, as it were, at the
center of a vast plate. In a similar way, if one has gazed at
the stars when the sky is clear, one has had the impression of
being under a great dome, again at the center. Each lives his or
her life as though at the very center of impressions: sounds come
from “out there,” as do smells, tastes and sights. All converge on
me, me as the center of awareness, a center that is a point from
which all is viewed. Not only through the senses does the world
converge on me, but in time I am at the center from which radiates
the past and the future; in imagination too I am at the center of
all my fantasies. Furthermore, my values are biased in such a way
that the death of thousands in China leaves me unmoved, of hundreds
in a nearby province makes me concerned, of scores in the town in
which I live leaves me dismayed, of several in my street hits me
badly, while one death in my own household devastates me.

That this is universal is certain: all
nations either secretly or overtly claim to be at the center, to be
God’s chosen ones; mythologies place the human being at the
pinnacle; cosmologies place the earth at the center of the
universe. In the British Isles maps of the world have Britain at
the center, in North America it is the American continent which has
this place.

But simultaneously with being the center, I
am also at the periphery. While stargazing, the awful sense of my
own insignificance and transience can strike. The vastness of space
and the uncountable numbers of stars forces upon me a feeling of
contingency and of being outside what really matters. In my own
life my dependency upon others and upon the world is brought home
to me daily, even hourly. My boss beckons and I go; the policeman
raises his hand and I stop. I am tied to my fellow creatures with
threads of uncertain strength. Without money I am impotent; without
language dumb. The sense of being forsaken, alien, abandoned, is
the extreme sense of being at the periphery of where the action is,
an outsider. This feeling is never so strong perhaps as when one is
stranded without money in a country whose language one cannot
speak.

The progress of science has also steadily
displaced humankind from the center to the periphery. The earth,
from being the fixed center of the universe, has become just a ball
of matter whirling around a sun which roams around the galaxy.
Human beings have fallen from the pinnacle of creation to find
themselves but one kind of animal among myriads of others; the
human mind has been dethroned and in its place we have a rabble of
contending complexes.

However, it is not that I am now the center,
now at the periphery, but simultaneously I am the center and
at the periphery. This means that there is always present within me
a certain tautness that constantly veers toward tension, tension
which on occasions can become severe stress. Even looking at so
innocent a thing as, say, a bookshelf, has inextricably woven
within it this tension that comes from being the center and at the
periphery simultaneously. Rudolf Arnheim, a well-known art critic
and author, says, “As I sit in my study my glance runs into the
bookshelf and is blocked from further progress in that direction.
The bookshelf responds to my approach by a counter action: it
advances towards me. But as my eyes rest upon it, I can also make
it display the opposite tendency, namely that of yielding to my
approach by moving away from me, thus joining the direction of my
glance. Every visible object exhibits this twofold dynamic tendency
in relation to the viewer’s self: it approaches and
recedes.”[3]

Although we can experience now being the
center and now being at the periphery, the simultaneity of
‘being-at-the-center/being-at-the-periphery (see diagram) can only
be known through direct intuition; an intuition that carries with
it, because of the inherent conflict, considerable hazard. We shall
explore this hazard more fully in a short while. For the moment let
it be said that we do not “experience” this simultaneity, but only
its consequences. Experience indeed is accumulated precisely in an
attempt to nullify, or at least mute, the conflict in this most
fundamental viewpoint.
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Fig.2

 


In the above diagram
there is one point which is simultaneously at the center of one
circle and on the periphery of another. In the same way,
me-as-center- and me-as-periphery are one viewpoint, which is
me.[2]

 


Before going on, let us see first where this
discussion is taking us. In recent times it has become starkly
impressed upon our minds that we may well destroy the world in a
paroxysm of nuclear fury. This is not so much frightening - the
prospect is somehow too vast - as unbelievable. When one sees the
kind of destruction a nuclear war can release portrayed on film or
television, one is anxious, but overriding the anxiety is the
question, Why? How can we even contemplate this?

Some say that wars and fighting arise because
of an “aggressive instinct” or because people are naturally
aggressive. But what is this word “instinct” other than a veiled
way of saying “I don’t know.” If people are naturally aggressive,
how is it that millions are able to live together, interact and
support each other in large cities?

Others say that conflict comes from
conflicting experience - a mother, for example, is both loving and
hostile - or that it comes from a “conflict of desires,” or from
the famous Oedipus complex. But these beg the question, as
“conflict” is implied in the answers given to why there is
conflict. Conditioning is also a favored explanation. Human beings
are antipathetic to others because they are conditioned into being
antipathetic. But what about two male lions who fight? Are they
conditioned? Conflict seems inherent in nature, both within species
and between species.

Others say that conflict arises because of a
loss of homeostasis and inner equilibrium. This again is much like
saying that conflict arises because conflict arises. Others say
more subtly that conflict is a way of maintaining equilibrium. Then
too, there is the explanation that conflict comes from the Fall. A
sin was committed many years ago of which we are the heirs.

The problem with these explanations is that
the cause of conflict - and its attendant consequences of anxiety,
guilt, anger, fighting and so on - lies outside our responsibility
and therefore beyond our control. The situation would therefore
appear to be hopeless. If I am not responsible, then I must endure
the situation as best I can. But what if, basically, I am
responsible? What if the nature of man and woman (that is, me), is
such that conflict is inevitable but that each of us is responsible
for that nature by adopting a viewpoint? And, moreover, what if our
nature is such that we cannot help adopting a viewpoint?

 


When Zuigan calls and is called, who is it
that calls? What is this One voice that beckons and answers? In the
answer to this question lies the secret to conflict and to ecstasy.
In this one call, one response, lies heaven and hell. Eckhart says
the One eye sees and is seen. Another famous writer, Teilhard de
Chardin, says, “the whole of life lies in the verb seeing”.
if not ultimately, at least essentially… To see or to perish
is the very condition laid upon everything that makes up the
universe To see is not simply to see with the eyes; it is to see
with the ears, nose, tongue, intellect, intuition. If Teilhard is
right in his assertion, then the whole of life lies in being a
viewpoint, and we should not look to the vagaries of, say, accident
or evolution to understand the place of a viewpoint in the world.
The viewpoint is the world. Nothing can live without seeing,
and seeing (in all senses of the word) requires a viewpoint.

In the early seventies a most interesting
book was written called The Algiers Motel Incident. Two
black men had been shot in a Detroit motel by two white policemen.
A reporter interviewed eight different eyewitnesses and wrote an
account of what each reported. Eight different worlds emerged. One
might be tempted to say, but that is not eight different worlds,
just eight different ways of interpreting the facts. The reporter,
if I remember, gave what he felt “really” happened. But did he say
what “really” happened? Suppose that there was some superior being
who saw “all” that happened, saw it in fact through the eyes of the
eight people, and reported upon this; can we say “this is what
really happened,” or ought we to say “this is yet another world,
although more complex”? Distinction must be made between viewpoint
and opinion: opinions, judgements, ideas, even outright lies and
deliberate distortions, are all lenses by which the view of the
viewpoint is modified.

The word view is ambiguous and
deliberately chosen for its ambiguity. This can be clarified by
asking what is meant when one asks for a room with a view. By view,
does one mean a scene to be viewed or the opportunity to view it?
Both are implied, but they are different from each other.
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tmp_bf1c2ebe7d764fd3f7cb6c9626d3a9ac_cVYfmt_html_541dd1d9.jpg
me as Center and as periphery






tmp_bf1c2ebe7d764fd3f7cb6c9626d3a9ac_cVYfmt_html_515834f9.jpg
I'ne Iron Cow
of Zen






tmp_bf1c2ebe7d764fd3f7cb6c9626d3a9ac_cVYfmt_html_444d3cfe.jpg





cover.jpg
Albert Low






