



[image: ]














To my family:
Angus, Marléne and Lettie.




[image: illustration]





[image: illustration]





Contents


Introduction:
Why Zen?


1 The Overflowing Teacup
and the Beginner’s Mind


2 A Practical Guide to Meditation


3 The Moon in Water
and Understanding What We Can’t Understand


4 Every Day Is a Good Day:
Zen and the Art of Suffering


5 Wash Your Bowl:
Zen and the Physical World




How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Before you read another word, ask yourself this: what did you hope to find in this book?


What did you hope to find in The Little Book of Zen? What drew you to this little paperback? What made you open it? What did you hope might be here?


These questions aren’t idle: they matter. They matter for two reasons:


1   They matter because the journey that brought you here is as important as where you’re going, and


2   Because the word ‘Zen’ has been used to mean so many things over the last thousand years that it’s worth making sure – right now, before we get into anything – that we’re on the same page.


Plus, Zen is all questions.


To live a Zen life is a constant search for the truth; any search for the truth must, by its nature, involve questioning even those things of which we were most certain.





What Is Zen?


The most simple (and common) way to define Zen is as a branch of Buddhism that focuses mostly on enlightenment, particularly achieving enlightenment through meditation and intuition.While this may seem simple enough, there’s actually lots to unpack: what do you know about Buddhism? What actually is ‘enlightenment’? How do you ‘meditate’ in a way that’s meaningful, and how can we learn to grapple with our own ‘intuition’ in a way that’s clear and useful to us?


We’ll get to each of these questions in due course, but first we need to acknowledge that this definition of Zen is, well, sometimes wrong. It’s not always wrong. It’s not even mostly wrong. But Zen means many different things to many different people, and essentially always has. Zen has many different schools, and many different approaches, and this book – all books – must always be a compromise.


The cultural appropriation (and reimagining) of the concept of Zen is almost as old as Zen itself: it came first from the Sanskrit dhyana, shaded through the Chan School of Buddhism in China, was popularized in Korea 13 centuries ago and, at last, was filtered through Western psychoanalysis, spiritualism and inescapable capitalism. There is much talk, in discussion of Zen, about ‘authenticity’, and if this appeals to you, this is not the Zen book for you. In fact, if ‘authenticity’ matters to you, there is no Zen book for you. Zen, in its purest form, is supposed to be between student and teacher alone; between two people, one a master and one a novice. The idea, to a strict Zen Buddhist, of a book being a substitute for real communion is laughable. And yet, here we are.
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About This Book


This is not a guide to Buddhism, that ancient and complex religion, but it does use many of the ideas of Buddhism – and throughout the book (see 1, 2, 3 and 4), you’ll find short sections explaining the key pillars of Buddhism. This is because to approach Zen without Buddhism would be to strip it of context, meaning and power.


It is also not a guide, strictly speaking, to Zen itself. It is a guide to using the tools and principles of Zen to make our lives better, simpler, easier. It is a guide to allowing the benefits of Zen into our daily lives in such a way as is practical for us in the here and now; to not allowing a quest for perfection to override a daily effort for things to be just a little better.





Let Me Tell You a Story


This book is full of stories – sometimes called ‘koans’– told from master to student and repeated for many centuries. From each story we can learn something, and often something new each time; sometimes it takes years, decades to understand what a story means. Koans are something to meditate on, something to think about. Sometimes they are funny. Sometimes they are bizarre or grotesque. Sometimes they are unsettling. Sometimes they seem to make no sense at all. All have meaning, somewhere. All have something in them to unpack.


The story on the following pages is not a koan, but without this story there are no koans; no Zen at all. This is the story of the Buddha, and how the Buddha came to be.
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There was once, a long time ago, a prince. He was deeply beloved, this prince, and above all he was loved by his father.


His father was a powerful king, and wanted his son to know nothing of unhappiness. The king gave his son everything he could want, and he kept from his son anything that could harm him. The king loved his son, and so, too, he kept from him anything that might take the boy away from the gilded gates of the castle. He kept from him anything that might take the boy away from the path the king wanted him to follow, and anything that might bring him sorrow. Even the sick and the old were sent away that the prince should not learn of their existence, and so grieve.


Everything in the palace was young and whole and beautiful, and the prince had everything. And he should have been happy, and perhaps he was, for a time. But people are not made to live behind gates, even gilded ones, and so one night – following some unnamed impulse, maybe – the prince went out into the world, and there the prince saw, for the first time – people.


He saw four people, on four nights, and one of the people was dead. That was the third thing he saw: a dead man, and he had not even known of the existence of death before that. The first night he saw an old man, twisted and broken by time, and he had not even known of age, he had not known of sickness; and on the second night he saw a sick man. Imagine. He asked his servant to tell him, please, what had happened to these people.
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