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The Hokun Trust is pleased to support this volume of


The Hermit and Other Zen Tales


with Commentaries by Henry B. Platov






PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION


This little book, The Hermit and other Zen Tales, is a collection of Dharma talks (teisho) given by the late Zen teacher H. B. Platov, Chikuen Kugai (1904-1990). The text on which these commentaries are based is The Tales of Tokuzan by W. J. Gabb. Tokuzan is a fictional Zen master created by Gabb and these engaging tales of the encounters between a Zen master and his monks in the Tang dynasty aptly capture the spirit of Zen and provided the springboard for Platov’s insightful and inspiring commentaries. With his deep roots in Zen, H. B. Platov discusses many aspects of Zen training and from his rich cultural background he draws on analogies from the traditions of the great world religions, as well as from philosophy and psychology, emphasising the aspirations that are common to the human spirit everywhere and throughout time.


I was first introduced to this book many years ago when I was given a copy by my teacher, Ven. Myokyo-ni. I was immediately taken by the engaging stories of Tokuzan and inspired by Platov’s wonderful and thought-provoking commentaries. But beyond this, something else struck a chord, there was a strong sense of familiarity with the book and its author. When I mentioned this to Myokyo-ni, she nodded and smiled, acknowledging that this was only natural since Sokei-an Sasaki was Dr. Platov’s teacher and her own teacher was Oda Sesso Roshi, so there was a shared Zen lineage.


I always found it disappointing that this wonderful book was only available in German and was therefore pleased when Ven. Agetsu


Wydler of the Zentrum für Zen Buddhismus in Zürich welcomed an English translation and that the Hokun Trust and The Buddhist Society have agreed to bring it out. Thus, the book almost seems to have completed a full circle, as it is returning to where it started with Gabb’s Tales, but has along the way grown and acquired another dimension with Dr. Platov’s commentaries. Hopefully it will now embark on a new journey and bring pleasure and inspiration to many English readers as well.


Michelle Bromley 2025









FOREWORD TO THE ENGLISH EDITION


In the annals of Western Zen literature, few works possess quite the ability to transcend time and resonate across generations. Platov, born in 1904 in Berlin studied and practised Yoga, Physics, Medicine, Complimentary Medicine, Analytical Psychology, (Jungian Psychology) as well as Theology, and Zen Buddhism at the highest level (the latter under two of the most well-known teachers of the time in New York, and later in Kyoto Japan). He practised medicine, and worked as a Jungian analyst before giving them all up to devote his energies to the study and practice of Zen Buddhism and later to teach. It is from this rich resource in the latter part of his life that that his commentary on The Hermit and other Zen Stories based on The Tales of Tokuzan by W. J. Gabb came to exist.


Now at last this hidden gem, hidden from all those who cannot read German, is available to the English-speaking world.


The intersection of Body and Mind, and the search for human meaning, which absorbed Platov’s interests from a 15-year-old schoolboy and for so many decades through his exploration of science, medicine, psychology and religion found their true home, fruition, and resting place in Rinzai Zen.


The central Zen story ‘The Hermit’ deserves to be read and reread, and is a masterpiece of religious writing both moving, as well as encapsulating the essence of religious life.


The quest for deeper understanding of our human condition resonates throughout the text and it is good to see that this superb translation, by Michelle Bromley, retains the German philosophical terms as well as the English approximations.


Poetry can sometimes transcend the barrier between mind and heart and this book, although not poetry, is moving at a profound level, and here it is, an oversight corrected, at last, and a gift to all those who pick up and read these pages.


Desmond Biddulph


President, The Buddhist Society


London, 2025









INTRODUCTION TO THE ORIGINAL GERMAN EDITION


Dr. Henry B. Platov (doctor of medicine and theology) was born in Berlin on November 17th 1904. He studied physics and philosophy at the Alexander Humboldt Akademie in Berlin as well as medicine at the University of Berlin. During this time he also became interested in analytical psychology and for a while studied with the well-known Dr. Hans Blüher. He was also a member of the Berlin Society for Esoteric Studies and the Research Society for Parapsychology, the latter under the direction of Prof. Dr. Hans Driesch.


After completing his medical studies, H. Platov spent his time living between Berlin and New York, but in 1935 he moved to America permanently. He practised medicine and analytical psychology in New York and Florida and augmented his training with the study of eclectic medicine at the McCormick Medical College in Chicago and at the School of Naturopathy in New York. He received his American Doctoral degree (MD) in Chicago. He also attended the seminars that Dr. Carl Gustave Jung held for doctors and therapists in New York. There followed a year in London at the Intercollegiate College, Order of Antioch (today a part of London University under the name Christus Rex College) where he received a doctorate in theology (DD). A while later he was ordained as archimandrite (archpriest) of the Greek-orthodox Catholic Church.


Henry Platov’s interest in Eastern philosophy began at the age of 15 when he studied Raja Yoga and was a student of Gustav Meyrink. At that time he also made the acquaintance of Prof. C. Hsu, sinologist at the Berlin University, with whom he studied about the theory and practice of early Taoism.


In 1932 H. Platov met the Japanese Zen Master Shigetsu Sasaki, known as Sokei-an in New York. Sokei-an was the first Rinzai Zen master who lived and taught in the West, though he did so from a small apartment in Manhattan. Platov practised Zen under the guidance of Sokei-an until the latter’s early death in 1945. Several years later he travelled to Kyoto to study with Sokei-an’s Dharma-brother, Zuigan Goto Roshi, and once again underwent a long and hard training. Goto Roshi was chief abbot of Daitoku-ji and Myoshin-ji temples, both important temples of the Rinzai tradition. In 1961 after he was authorised as a Zen teacher by Myoshin-ji, he gave up his psychotherapy practice and dedicated himself exclusively to the teaching of Zen. As a disciple of Sokei-an he is a Dharma-heir in the line of transmission from Kogaku Soen (Soyen Shaku 1860-1919), the Zen priest who spoke in America about Zen, Tetsuo Sokatsu (1870-1954) who revived the Zen lay movement in Japan, and Sokei-an (1828-1945), the founder of the First Zen Institute of America.


H. Platov then moved to Los Angelos, California and set up a zendo in his own home. During the following years Zen became very popular in America and many Zen masters arrived from Japan. When H. Platov for various reasons gave up his practice after 15 years, many training possibilities were available in both Rinzai and Soto Zen. This was not the case in Switzerland. Though Zen was no longer unknown there, thanks to the works of Graf F. Dürkheim and Soto Master Deshimara Roshi, there was no Rinzai Zen teacher living there.


At the invitation of one of his American students of Swiss descent, H. Platov visited Switzerland for the first time in 1969. A small group of students gathered around him and in the following years H. Platov regularly returned to Switzerland and either taught from his hotel room or from the private home of a student couple. In 1974 a small apartment was rented which served as a zendo. Through the initiative and perseverance of his students in Zürich the Rinzai Zen Society of Switzerland was established with its residence in Zürich. Since then, H. Platov spends several months each year there teaching Zen in the tradition of the Rinzai school. It is of great advantage that he not only speaks German but also knows the psyche and religious background of Westerners very well. His Zen lectures reflect this deep understanding through the numerous connections he makes between Zen and Christianity and Western psychology and philosophy, yet without mixing the one with the other. At the same time these lectures provide a deep insight into Zen’s original roots in the Indo-Buddhistic tradition as well as the Chinese Taoist influences.


This volume contains a small selection from the numerous lectures (teiso) H. Platov gave for his students at the Shogen-Dojo in Zürich. The selection was made from a series of lectures that he gave from 1984 to 1985 under the heading ‘Tales of Tokuzan’. The tales were taken from the book The Goose is Out by W. J. Gabb which was published in 1956 by The Buddhist Society in London. To avoid any misunderstanding, it should be pointed out that the Tokuzan of these stories is not the Chinese Zen Master Tokusan Senkan who lived from 780 to 861, but rather a fictional character created by W. J. Gabb. A practising Buddhist himself, Gabb relates how during a certain period in his life anecdotes and verses spontaneously surfaced in his imagination, stories which he had previously never heard of or read – they just came to him. Under the pseudonym Tokuzan he published these fragments at intervals in a Buddhist magazine which is now unknown. Later these articles were collected by The Buddhist Society and published as the above-mentioned book. These tales have a lot of similarity with traditional Zen anecdotes, especially with respect to their ‘irrational’ element that is so typical of Zen. H. Platov took much pleasure in these simple stories and decided to use some of them as the text for his commentaries. Thus this delightful encounter between the spiritual culture of a Western Zen master and that of a Western Zen text came about. On the occasion of H. Platov’s 85th birthday, it seems that this unique jewel is worthy of being made available to a wider public. With this publication H. Platov in his very advanced years has finally given in to the wishes of his students and the publisher; previously he had never been willing to have any of his words published. According to the Zen tradition to which he has devoted himself, he solely emphasises actual Zen in daily life.


May this book find many readers and may it inspire people of different religions to search for the truth of their existence.


Zurich, May 1989


Agatha Wydler









ZEN REALISATION


There is a collection of stories entitled ‘Tales of Tokuzan’ from the book, The Goose is Out. The author is the Englishman, W. J. Gabb, who obviously had a very intuitive understanding of Zen. The first tale is called ‘Zen Realisation’.


Hsiang was a philosopher and there were also times when he thought to good purpose. On one of these latter occasions he came to visit Tokuzan and asked him, ‘Would you say that you had a realisation?’


‘I would,’ replied Tokuzan.


‘Is this humility?’ enquired Hsiang.


The Master made a deprecatory gesture. ‘I am trying to help you,’ he observed.


‘Then show me your realisation,’ Hsiang demanded.


‘Show me your eyes and I will show you my realisation,’ was Tokuzan’s reply.


Hsiang considered for a while. Then he said, ‘There was a time when I, too, thought I had realisation. Now I know it was not true.’


Tokuzan agreed. ‘There will be a time when I shall realise my realisation is no realisation, and that will be realisation indeed. Meanwhile, I realise.’


Hsiang persisted, ‘How do you know that what you realise is true? A man can imagine food and wine although in fact he starves.’


Tokuzan told him, ‘How does a man know what he eats is true? What does a man care that what he eats is true? The food is there, he eats and is sustained. Without it he would be hungry and his work would not be done. All men know this and no man doubts. It is even so with Suchness. I see it and I assimilate it; it nourishes me and that would seem to be well. I see others without it and I perceive they suffer from their lack. Therefore, I do not question its truth; I eat my fill. Is this unreasonable?’


‘What shall I do?’ enquired Hsiang.


‘If you cannot eat it, sleep on it,’ said the Master. After all, it was good advice.


On the one hand this story is rather amusing, on the other it is typically Zen-ish. How is one to understand what is said here? Are grand intellectual reflections useful or just plain common sense? Hsiang was a philosopher, and with slight sarcasm, it is mentioned that he occasionally thought to good purpose. Zen masters don’t regard philosophising very highly, though within the framework of Buddhism one can take the liberty of philosophising. But in Zen one distinguishes between reality and thoughts about reality. Thoughts about reality nourish us as little as thoughts about soup nourish us. Only the soup itself nourishes. Thoughts about reality and reality itself are therefore two different things.


On one of the occasions where the philosopher actually ‘thought to good purpose’, he visited Tokuzan and asked, ‘Would you say that you had a realisation?’ – There are a number of stories where a philosopher, that is a serious thinker, goes to a Zen master or a Taoist master and asks questions. The answers are often quite peculiar. A well-known example for this is the story of a Zen master who sits at a little table in the garden on which a teapot and a waterpot are placed. A philosopher arrives and standing in front of the master asks, ‘What is the true Way?’ The master doesn’t say anything, but just points up at the sky with one hand and with the other at the table. The philosopher says, ‘I don’t understand.’ Thereupon the master says, ‘The cloud in the sky, the water in the pot.’ He doesn’t say that the true Way is Buddhism, Zen, or any other philosophy or worldview. He simply states, ‘The cloud in the sky, the water in the pot.’ That is the true Way. Nothing more! Nowadays this answer is used as a koan and the student has to try and understand it without any help.


When Hsiang asked the master whether it was humility to claim to have had a realisation, the master made a deprecatory gesture and said, ‘I’m trying to help you.’ Thereupon Hsiang demanded, ‘If you have a realisation, then show it.’ – Don’t just natter on, show me this realisation! One has to admit, that is pretty good for a philosopher. The man wasn’t as rigidly intellectual as many of his fellow philosophers. That is why it is said that there were times when he also thought to good purpose and didn’t just idly philosophise. Thereupon Tokuzan replied, ‘Show me your eyes and I will show you my realisation.’ – What does that mean? What does one do with the eyes? One sees. What does one see? Whatever comes before one’s eyes. With what do the eyes see?


Three factors always need to be present for perception and awareness to take place: first of all the sense organ, secondly that which acts on the sense organ, and thirdly consciousness. If one of these three is missing, then there is nothing to see, hear, etc. That is a fact. If I close the eyes, the object is not there and there is nothing to see. I can, however, have a picture of this object, but then the question arises whether the picture I have in my consciousness is objective or subjective. This, too, is a question that Zen concerns itself with. If the eye is there and open, but there is no object, then there is nothing to see either. And if there is an eye and an object, but no consciousness, then likewise there is nothing to see. All three factors belong together, they so to speak constitute a unity. Naturally impressions made on the sense organs will also influence consciousness. That begins as soon as life emerges. That is why Tokuzan says, ‘Show me your eyes and I will show you my realisation.’


Hsiang considered this for a while and then said, ‘There was a time when I, too, thought I had a realisation. Now I know it was not true.’ – One has certain notions and assumptions, based either on thinking or perceiving or feeling, and these are our reality. One imagines or presumes one has had a realisation. Then one discovers that one didn’t have one. A philosopher might think he has realised something, then he is confronted by a person like Tokuzan and suddenly discovers that he hasn’t had a realisation after all.


Tokuzan agreed, ‘There will be a time when I shall realise my realisation is no realisation, and that will be realisation indeed. Meanwhile, I realise.’ – That is actually a very normal process. At first one thinks one has realised something, then one sees that one hasn’t had a realisation, which of course is a realisation. To realise that one hasn’t realised is a realisation. This repeats itself and takes its course so that in the time between realising and realising non-realisation, one realises. This process is very interesting and one should become aware of it and understand it. What is it that actually sees, realises or thinks it is realising and then says, ‘I thought I had a realisation, but it isn’t a realisation after all.’


Now Hsiang continues, ‘How do you know that what you realise is true? A man can imagine food and wine although in fact he starves.’ – As I already mentioned, it is very important in Zen to distinguish between words and thoughts about a thing and the actual thing itself. For instance, one can imagine how nice and warm the sunshine is, but if one doesn’t leave the dark cold room, one remains pale and feels cold. However, as soon as one goes out into the sun, one feels warm and gets a tan. So Tokuzan replies, ‘How does a man know what he eats is true? What does a man care that what he eats is true? The food is there, he eats and is sustained. Without it he would be hungry and his work would not be done. All men know this and no man doubts.’ – But we should bear in mind that everything in this existence is a process of actualisation, that out of the non-visible the visible comes forth like the oak from the acorn or matter from energy frequencies or deeds from ideas, from good ideas as well as from bad ideas. The nourishment is there, and we eat it. Tokuzan is very realistic and also typically Chinese. The Chinese always think about the stomach first. When two Chinese people meet, they ask one another, ‘How is your stomach, how are your bones?’, just as we say, ‘How are you? How’s it going?’ Then Tokuzan added, ‘It is even so with Suchness.’ – That is the salient point of this story. The Sanskrit word for ‘Suchness’ is bhutatathata. One should see things in their Suchness. That is firmly emphasised in Zen. It is an expression of profound actuality. In the Tao-te-ching Lao-tzu says that with the constantly desiring spirit one only sees the outer shell of things, that is, their appearance; but with the spirit free of desire, one sees the essence of things, one sees things in their Suchness. What kind of things? In Chinese or Taoist texts, the ‘ten thousand things’ are frequently referred to. It means ‘all things’ inclusive of sentient things – living beings – and the so-called non-sentient things. Human beings are also things, composed of many things. The body is a thing, the sense organs are things through which one perceives all kinds of things, and then there are things that are thought, things felt, etc. We live in a world of things. Expressed in terms of epistemology it is a phenomenal world. It is the world as it appears to us. We don’t see the world in its Suchness. From a psychological point of view, we humans see what we project onto things and think we are seeing reality. This self-deception is not only recognised by psychologists, but is also backed up by the natural sciences. It is worthwhile looking more closely into this strange mechanism that only allows us to see the surface of things, but not their essence. Let’s take an ordinary object, for example, this small zendo singing bowl. A person sees this object for the first time and doesn’t know what it is. Perhaps they think it’s an ashtray, for there isn’t any elsewhere in the room. Or they might think it’s a water or tea bowl. Perhaps they have no thoughts about it. Another person ascertains that the object is made of metal and feels cool to the touch. Then they discover that it produces a sound when struck. Eventually one finds out that it is neither an ashtray nor a spittoon, but a sounding box. It was made to produce a specific sound. Do you like the sound? ‘No, I don’t like it, the tone is too thin. I want a deeper tone.’ Is it a thin sound? Is it an unpleasant tone? It is not the ear that judges, nor is it the object. The judgement lies with us. There is something amiss with our consciousness and consequently we see the bowl only as an object and hear its sound only with regard to our likes or dislikes.


That is only a small example, a small matter. I could, of course, also cite examples that mean more to us than this little object here: a flower, a small or large animal or a human being. These are all compounded things, regardless of whether they are large or small. With the desiring spirit one only sees their shell, the exterior layer. But with the spirit free of desire, one sees the essence of things. One sees things in their Suchness. The famous poet, Gertrude Stein, wrote, ‘A rose is a rose, is a rose.’


The realisation of Suchness is what is important in Zen. My teacher, Sokei-an, coined the expression ‘is-ness’ for this. Just as it is. The bird in the tree who builds its nest and chirps, knows of the is-ness of the tree. But a human standing in front of the tree hasn’t got the faintest idea about it. He stands there completely baffled. Naturally he can say it’s a fir tree or a fruit tree, that he can do. But for the bird the tree simply is what it is. It doesn’t know it in the sense that a human does, but for it the tree exists in its Suchness. Humans, however, have the possibility of realising Suchness, the essence of all things. Hence the Buddha said, that though we humans have gone astray and suffer, we should nonetheless consider ourselves fortunate to be born as humans, for we have the possibility of coming to the realisation of ourselves.


Humans pollute their environment, but not just the outside environment as ecology shows us, but also the inside one. With the help of psychology we then try to put the spoiled inside back in order again. Ecology tries to see things in their Suchness, their connectedness, in their own existence. How does it stand with human society in its Suchness? We know that it is in a sorry state, we more or less know how it’s not working well. But we need to have a knowledge of Suchness. The bird doesn’t need this knowledge, it lives out of it. But people should try and attain this knowledge.


Tokuzan said, ‘I see it (Suchness) and assimilate it; it nourishes me and that would seem to be well.’ This expression ‘it seems to be well’ is again very typically Chinese. The Chinese people, but also the Japanese, are always very careful. For instance, Chuang-tzu said, ‘It seems as though people have a soul, for if they didn’t have a soul they would have no visibility.’ He didn’t say, ‘They have a soul’, he said, ‘It seems as though.’


When one is in a Japanese Zen temple and observes the monks, one notices how they accept things, including themselves, in their Suchness. If one accepts oneself in Suchness, then it is that (tathata). But if one doesn’t see oneself in Suchness, but only as that which one projects onto oneself and says, ‘This is me’, then there are difficulties. Have you ever asked yourselves what kind of self-portrait you have of yourselves, how you see yourselves – mentally and emotionally? Do you see yourself there in your Suchness? No, you always see yourselves on the basis of self-deceptions. In the Sanskrit tradition this expression reads, ‘Tat tvam asi’ – which in English means ‘That you are’. You are neither this nor that, or whatever you imagine yourself to be. To recognise self-deception and accept Suchness is a process of assimilation. It is ingestion, digestion and defecation, just like with the intake of nourishment. Defecation doesn’t just take place on the toilet, there is also a mental and spiritual elimination.


Finally, Hsiang asks what he should do, to which Tokuzan answers, ‘If you can’t eat it, sleep on it.’ In any case, that was good advice. – But what does it mean, ‘Sleep on it.’ All forms of existence (Dasein) in the world of phenomena exist in something essential – in being (Sein). In philosophical terms it is expressed as: existence exists in Being. Or one speaks of being and becoming. In the Tao-te-ching it says, ‘The ten thousand things emerge from Being, but Being comes from Non-being.’ When one sleeps, in the natural deep sleep, one is in a state of Non-being, even though one is physically present. It is a state of being in Non-being. One exists – but there is something that sleeps – a person, a cat, a dog. But they are gone. It is an actual state of Non-being. One re-emerges from this state and appears amidst everything one is surrounded by. If one wants to express it psychologically, one would have to say: There is consciousness, and sometimes consciousness is gone. The absence of consciousness is called the unconscious. Out of it, consciousness again arises. There is consciousness in the unconscious – when one is conscious – and there is the unconscious in consciousness, because the unconscious never leaves, it is always there. This is not just dialectics, it is reality. That is why Tokuzan said, ‘If you can’t eat it, sleep on it.’









ZEN BELIEF


The next story of Tokuzan is called ‘Zen Belief ’. Zen is a school within Buddhism, and Buddhism is a religion. It is usually said that religions are a matter of belief. Every religion is a matter of belief. Whether one believes in God, as the Christian religion does, or in a supernatural power as other religions do, or whether one has any other conception of the divine – it is all a matter of belief. However, belief should not be blind faith, as was clearly stated by St. Paul, who said belief must be based on understanding.


Buddhism has never recognised a God or any intellectually created omnipotent beings. Buddhism is a very philosophical religion, deeply contemplated, and carefully analysed down to the finest points. In this respect one could say that Buddhism is not a matter of belief. First and foremost, it is a religion of realisation, not of belief. The emphasis is on enlightenment, whereas in Christianity the emphasis is on belief. Admittedly Jesus did speak of the knowledge of truth that liberates. On the other hand, he said to a healed man, ‘Your faith has healed you.’ So, Buddhism is a religion of knowing, a quasi-gnostic religion. Nonetheless, the title of this story is ‘Zen Belief ’.


There is a very famous koan that deals with the question of belief in Zen. It goes back to Eno (Hui-neng), the Sixth Patriarch of Zen in China. He is regarded as the greatest patriarch and the actual founder of Zen. He emphasised sudden enlightenment as opposed to gradual enlightenment. After the Fifth Patriarch had appointed Eno as successor, he advised him to leave the temple as the monks would be angry with him, because they were expecting another monk, the eldest among them, to be designated as the Sixth Patriarch. The old master feared the monks would kill his successor, so he sent him away. Eno did as he was told, but a few monks pursued him. Again and again, he was able to elude his pursuers by hiding and covering his tracks. This went on for a long time, until Eno grew weary of this pursuit. One day he hid behind a large rock, until the pursuing monks were close by. Then he stood up and showed himself completely. His pursuers were naturally surprised and stood still. Eno laid his robe and begging bowl on the rock in front of him and very calmly said, ‘This robe and begging bowl are the symbol of my belief. Take the robe and bowl with you, and I will resign as successor of the Fifth Patriarch.’ The leader of the monks wanted to take the robe and bowl from the stone, but could not. The robe and bowl, the symbol of Eno’s belief, could not be taken away. The corresponding koan reads: What is belief?


What in fact is belief? Normally one says I believe in something, I believe in God, or I believe in a supernatural power. A child believes in its father and mother, we believe in the sincerity of others, in love, etc. This belief should, of course, not disappoint, and when it does, it leads to sadness. We might believe in Almighty God, but then this or that misfortune occurs and we ask, ‘Why did God allow that to happen? Why does this happen to me and not to someone else, why me of all people?’ Children are also disappointed by their parents. Sometimes parents casually make promises and the child is disappointed when its expectations are not fulfilled. Then doubts arise, doubts on what is believed in and doubt on belief itself. In Zen doubt is taken very seriously, because it is only through doubt that one can arrive at certainty. That is very paradoxical: on the one hand belief, on the other doubt. But belief should not be blind faith, belief should be based on understanding. And that is why doubt is emphasised in Zen. One doubts everything imaginable until one arrives at the Great Doubt. The first doubts concern small matters, but then the big doubt comes and from this doubt true belief emerges. Listen now to the story about Tokuzan:
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