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INTRODUCTION



Born from an academic curiosity, this book reflects on my journey that began in earnest as research on Zen Buddhism, which eventually evolved into a personal practice – experimenting and applying ideas to real life, while parenting a young daughter.


I quickly learnt that Zen is not teachable.


It is confusing.


It is wonderful.


My hope is that some of the ideas that surface here could be the stepping stone to your practice, just as some of the words from others have done for me. It was through Professor Roger Ames that I learnt of the philosophy of zoetology, which gave me the language to describe the foundation of thought that I had grown up with – understanding that we are creatures that are always ‘becoming’, existing through our relationships with everything around us. And with it came clarity as to how I might manage the dualisms in our world and how my Zen practice could grow.


In Zen, it is not only okay to contradict or disagree, it is necessary!


It is also terribly difficult because it is so simple.


If you stumble in the text, skip it.


If you challenge an idea, drill into it.


Return to them at different times and you might find different answers. I still do.


Like us, Zen isn’t still.


Yen Ooi
London










BUDDHA



Prince Siddhartha Gautama lived in Lumbini, Nepal, during the sixth century bce. As a prince, he lived a privileged life, sheltered from difficulties and showered with privileges, until he was twenty-nine years old. The story goes that the prince came across The Four Sights during a carriage ride one day, which changed the course of his life. He saw a sick person, then an old man, then a corpse, before coming to a ‘holy man’. Realising that his privilege and status would not protect him from the sufferings of life, he renounced his worldly life and set out on a spiritual journey.


For about six years he took on an ascetic life and travelled in search of truth, learning from different teachers. He punished his body by starving himself, holding his breath for long intervals, depriving himself of food, shelter and clothes. He even reduced what he ate to only fruits and leaves that had fallen near him; he did this to try and understand suffering, which he hoped would elevate the mind, until he found himself at near-death after six years.


The prince felt frustrated with his efforts as he knew that his death would not help anyone and when he tried to meditate with an emaciated body, he found he could not develop a strong mind. From there, he realised that the path to self-peace was through mental discipline whereupon he changed his practice to a more moderate manner, focusing on meditation, balancing, calming and developing the mind.


At Bodh Gaya (now Bihar, India), the prince sat in meditation under a ficus tree, also known as a Bodhi/weeping fig tree, until he reached enlightenment. With his practice, he managed to purify his mind and receive knowledge and learn the truths about life that liberated him. He then became known as Buddha – the enlightened one, or the awakened one. He was thought to have lived for just over eighty years, teaching people how to reach enlightenment through the rest of his life, until his death in Kushinagar (now Uttar Pradesh, northern India). Having fallen ill, possibly from food poisoning, he offered his followers a final teaching before he entered a deep meditative state and passed away.
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In essence, the word ‘buddha’ means ‘awakened’, referring to someone who has achieved enlightenment. It is important to acknowledge and keep in mind that Buddha is not a god and that the person who we think of when the name Buddha is mentioned is Siddhartha Gautama. In Zen, we begin practice by understanding and accepting that we are all born buddhas. Like Buddha himself, we all have the capacity for enlightenment. When we are born, our minds are primed and pure, and life (arguably modern life) has created ways of living that have distracted us from such a path, which Zen practice can help realign.












ZEN IN THE PAST



‘Dhyana’ in Sanskrit refers to meditation, concentration, contemplation and a journey of the mind. A variety of methods of dhyana were practised in India and it was around the first and second centuries ce when some of these techniques were brought by Buddhist missionaries from India to China. Some parts of dhyana such as non-dualist reflection and contemplative meditation, which we will explore later, reflected Daoist meditation practices and became accepted in some Daoist communities.


In the fifth century ce, an Indian monk called Bodhidharma travelled to southern China. He is referred to as ‘the First Patriarch’ as he is deeply connected to the start of Zen Buddhism, or Chan in China. Derived from dhyana, the Chinese writing for Zen is 禅 (simplified) or 禪 (traditional) and it is read as Zen (Japanese), Chan (Chinese), Son (Korean) and Thien (Vietnamese).


The following verse is attributed to Bodhidharma, the translation by D.T. Suzuki, philosopher, scholar and authority on Buddhism:




A special transmission outside the Scriptures;


No dependence upon words and letters;


Direct pointing to the soul of man;


Seeing into one’s nature and the attainment of Buddhahood.





The lines above are ‘The Four Great Statements’ of Zen that sum up how the practice can lead to understanding one’s true nature of being, which is how enlightenment is reached.


Bodhidharma’s disciples in southern China carried on his teachings, growing the practice of lineages and traditions where Chan (Zen) education can only occur within the relationship of master and disciple. It was not until Huineng’s time as the Sixth Patriarch in the seventh century ce that Zen flourished. Monasteries in the mountainous areas of China became known as places for intense meditation training, the masters of which were famous for their abilities to become enlightened. There is a story of how Huineng, having been bestowed with the master’s robes, was pursued by a small group intent on killing him and stealing the robes. Only one person – Huiming, who used to be a military general – managed to track him all the way to the summit in the south, where he spared Huineng’s life and asked to be taught instead. Huineng did so and helped his disciple find enlightenment. From this, Huineng was recognised as a true Chan (Zen) master. He then asked his disciple to travel and spread the dharma to the north of China.


The integration of Buddhism and Daoism continued to develop a strong practice of Chan, making it the mainstream practice of Buddhism from about the tenth century through to the twentieth century in China.


In Japan, though Buddhism had been a part of life since the fifth century ce, when Chan travelled there during the Song Dynasty in the thirteenth century, it was received enthusiastically. Chan was brought into the country primarily by two key Japanese masters, Dōgen and Eisai, who had travelled to China to learn Chan.


Initially, Japanese practitioners saw the inclusion of Chan teachings into Buddhism as a way to reinvigorate the practice in the country. Eisai, the first Japanese monk to be recognised as a Chan master (in both China and Japan), practised a blended tradition of Buddhism and Zen (the term ‘Zen’ is used to denote the integrated practice). This was during a time when Japan experienced a series of natural disasters, famine and political turmoil, and Eisai believed that Zen teachings could help revitalise the country.


What was for Eisai an integration of Chan into traditional Buddhism became the popular embrace of Zen by the samurai class that found in Zen a practical philosophy that embedded well into their practice. Since the samurai warriors were the ruling class during this time, their practice and engagement with Zen gave it the patronage needed to expand and grow in the country. Eisai’s travels to China also brought to Japan the tradition of tea drinking, as he learnt that monks in China drank powdered green tea (much like the Japanese matcha that we know today) to help their meditation and therefore he returned home with seeds and leaves.












ZEN TODAY



Zen Buddhism today comes primarily from two main lineages, Soto and Rinzai. Both of these schools can be traced back to the Sixth Patriarch, Huineng, in China.


Eisai is known as the founder of the Rinzai school, named after Eisai’s master (Rinzai in Japanese or Lin-chi in Chinese). The Soto school is named from the first two letters of Masters Sozan (Ts’ao Shan Pen Chi in Chinese) and his teacher Tozan (Dong Shan Liang Chieh in Chinese) from the Tang Dynasty in the ninth century. The teachings of both schools are very similar and often combined in modern-day teaching and practice. They vary only in their emphasis on the philosophy and practice to attain enlightenment.


Today, we use the word ‘zen’ (lower case) in English to mean peaceful and calm, or relaxed and not worrying about things outside of our control. Originating from Zen Buddhism, the word conjures up visualisations of picturesque landscapes or a sense of the quiet atmosphere of Zen Buddhist temples. Zen easily brings to mind a minimalist lifestyle and composed persona that is sangfroid or even unflappable.












THE ZEN PARENT



You might already have an idea formed in your mind of what a Zen parent should be. For those of you already practising Zen, there might be specific things you are looking to improve in yourself as a parent. Or you might be trying to consider how to integrate your Zen practice while being a parent. For those of you coming to Zen for the first time, you might want to become a calm and peaceful parent and perhaps learn to worry less. Regardless of your situation, we are all trying to achieve the same thing in wanting to improve ourselves as a parent and opening ourselves to Zen in the process to help us with the task.


There are many ways to be a better parent, but ultimately, we need to acknowledge that it is necessary for us to improve ourselves before we can look to our parenting ways. On flights, we are always told that if the emergency oxygen supply is necessary, we should put on our own oxygen masks first before we help others. We know this as common sense as we will not be fit and able to help others if we ourselves become in need of help. However, we do not always apply this thinking in our daily lives as a parent. More often than not, I find myself worrying and taking care of my child’s wellbeing before considering my own.


It is too easy for us to take our own health and wellbeing for granted. Learning Zen requires us to know ourselves well, and in doing so, it encourages us to see to our own needs and wellbeing first in order to be able to look after our children. This reminds me of a career chart I saw quite a while ago and below is my Zen parent version of it.
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This might seem really obvious, or even cheeky and provocative, but I have found that it is worth reminding ourselves of this philosophy. I started off some time ago on the first path, but was only serious about my journey when I was firmly on the second path! And being on the second path, I constantly felt the pull of trying to be a ‘Zen parent’ without acknowledging that the path isn’t always just about the ‘Zen parent’ and can sometimes be just ‘Zen’ or ‘parent’.


Just mulling over what this simple chart is trying to show can help us simplify our thoughts and processes. And while we love to compartmentalise in the twenty-first century, the reality is that all parts of us and our environments (the people, space, nature and more around us) continuously make us who we are. It all adds up. While there may be moments in learning Zen that we might feel to be irrelevant to being a Zen parent, we can safely assume that they are important to our practice, whether or not we see them initially.










THIS BOOK



Like you and me, Buddha was human. Buddhism at its core is about attaining enlightenment through the understanding of – and liberation from – human suffering. When Buddha first taught about enlightenment, he spoke about the ‘Four Noble Truths’, where practitioners are able to examine and reflect upon their own sufferings in life. While suffering is accepted as a part of life, the Four Noble Truths teach us how to overcome it. Zen Buddhism developed from this and its philosophy and teachings form a way – and view – of life that liberate us from life’s suffering, bringing peace and calm. In essence, Zen is about removing the drama from our lives, focusing on nature and life itself in the moment.


This book takes the heart of Zen Buddhism and applies it to the experiences of being a parent. It also looks at some of the teachings from the perspective of a parent. Because the contemplations in the book are personal to me and my experiences, it is important to note that you might relate to them, or you might not – both of which (and everything in between) are valid responses, especially in Zen.


The next sections set out to explore these contemplations gradually, from general teachings and practices in ‘Zen’ to ‘Simple Beginnings’ with thoughts on how to get started. Then, ‘Quiet Thoughts’ delves deeper into issues with ideas on how to manage them. ‘Family Moments’ suggests ways in which we can apply some of the teachings in our real lives and finally, ‘Teaching Zen’ sets out small things that we can do as parents to encourage and guide our children to learn Zen themselves.


Everything is set out in bitesize portions to make it easier to digest and to return to again and again. You might find yourself spending more time on certain sections and less in others. Coming back to any of the texts again at different points of your life will also bring out different responses in you.


Zen does not have any expectations or requirements. If we engage and practise, we will gain experiences that will add to our learning. Zen literature helps create opportunities for these experiences, but the texts themselves are not core to the teachings. In this way, the book will have its own value, while being insignificant. Most importantly, this book will not explore Buddhism or Zen Buddhism as a religion, instead it fully embraces the teachings as a philosophy and way of life.












Part One



ZEN
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There are many options available to us to study Zen today, from ways to include small, healing moments in our lives to a full in-depth review of Zen literature from its long history, and many other possible approaches. It does not matter which way we choose, they all lead us through possible paths that will form our own Zen journey. However, given that different ideas and methods may speak to us more effectively at different times of our lives, it can be helpful to try and explore different ways.


My research, study and personal experience have taught me that Zen is not a religion – at least not in the way we understand religion to be in Western knowledge, in the English language – and that it is only a teaching in the sense that we are able to learn from it. Zen, like most ancient East Asian teachings, is a way of life that has been lost to many of us. Due to its contemplative nature, it is also often referred to as a philosophy. This section of the book is a space in which to consider some of the basic facets of Zen and introduce some common terms that you might find used frequently here and in other Zen literature.


And while we are delving into Zen in earnest, it is perhaps prudent to reflect that Zen cannot be transmitted, whether by text or demonstrated. In Zen, it is necessary for us to arrive at our own experienced understanding. We are reminded of this through the famous Zen quote:


Those who know do not speak;


Those who speak do not know.


In this section, you might also find that the topics do not immediately relate to parenting. However, remember, being a Zen parent begins with our individual journey. As noted earlier, we need to consider taking care of ourselves first, to be fit and able to take care of our children.


Because Zen Buddhism is about navigating life’s suffering to become enlightened with the truth, it relies on experience and exploration through engagement. To achieve this, we must begin by traversing its landscapes first in order to gain the experience that we can then pass on to our children. Finally, just before we get started, it is important to note that the core literature of Zen came from China and Japan, two nations with diverse cultures that use metaphorical languages, often (if not always) polysemic – meaning that a single word can have multiple interpretations. This trait is exploited in Zen literature, where multiplicity of lessons and meanings necessarily frame our understanding and experience. While we will be exploring this further in later sections of the book, it is important to note that singular (definitions) and dualist (oppositional) perspectives are problematic in Zen – as compared to a diversity of perspectives – due to how specific classifications and explanations are prescribed to things that exist. This prescription is counterintuitive to the relationalist approach of East Asian cultures that ascribes descriptions from its relationship to its surroundings. Animal names in Chinese are good examples of this – for instance, the word for ‘owl’ in Chinese, 貓頭鷹 māotóuyīng, directly translates to ‘cat-headed eagle’. While it is still a bird in its own right, its name reflects one of the ways the Chinese language ascribes relationalist meaning to names and meanings. Although this use of language might be familiar to those who enjoy poetry in English, it is most commonly found in East Asian culture, from its foundation through to language and daily life.


Keeping in mind Zen’s multifaceted communications, beginning our approach with an open mind is necessary, and the best place to start . . .












AN OPEN MIND



So, what do you think of and picture in your mind when you consider a parent who is Zen? In essence, Zen does not demand much from us as it does not expect anything from us either. In most of the literature I have read on Zen, though the words may try to sway the reader, inspire, guide, at the core of it, the teachings remain neutral, or even bland. They might be perceived as factual in tone, or condescending, confusing, entertaining, boring, or even all of these things. However, those are merely our perceptions.


Zen provides us with a safe space for reflection. It does not – and is not able to provoke and if at any point we feel provoked, it is worth considering that this is very much self-inflicted. When that happens, it is okay to let our feelings be and just acknowledge them. The emotional responses we have from engaging with Zen are all part of the learning. With this in mind, it is best to approach Zen with an open mind. We can bring ideas, assumptions, hypotheses, but only with the understanding that they will be challenged.


From our childhood days, experiences through family, friends, education, work and life have all shaped our understanding of the world. There is a lot of baggage that we carry around in our assumptions, expectations and judgements. Arguably, this baggage is important for our survival, but it should not overwrite our natural ability to engage with the world in an open and organic way.


Our need to conform to social protocols is a good example of this. Following is always easy to do, but not following becomes challenging as we have to justify our actions and prove ourselves able. Sometimes we even need to advocate and educate ourselves in new ways of thinking in order to just ‘not follow’.


Ever since I started delving deeper into Zen, my worldview has been challenged, continuously shaped and reshaped. The process feels irrational, but only because I have been constantly trying to rationalise it to myself. Through the years, my mind has gradually become more open, which in turn has meant that I feel challenged less. Don’t get me wrong, there have been many moments of frustration, during which I would just take a break (sometimes a few weeks, but there have been breaks spanning over a year) or move on to a different idea/theme/teaching in Zen.


Every experience I had in wrangling ideas in my mind was necessary to get me to the place I am at now while writing this book and there will no doubt be much more to come.












NOT SEEKING



Something that we will come across over and over again in Zen is the idea that if we deal in dualities (see also ‘Non-Duality’, page 40), both the positive and the negative outcomes will be inevitable. If we seek to be rich, we will undoubtedly fear and even face poverty. If we seek to be happy, sadness becomes a focus.


In our lives today, it seems to be difficult to accept life just as it is. We seem to have a need to want to control everything, from our emotions and achievements to the environments we are in, believing that everything is within our power. We are constantly told that our choices are our rights and that the choices we make bring consequences that are our responsibilities. Yet, the reality is that the world we live in is infinite, and there are way too many elements in our lives that we are unaware of, let alone in control of. The idea of responsibilities and control creates structures that we think are needed in order to be ‘civilised’, but they also present us with an instant stress producer. When something goes wrong, it is our fault for allowing it to happen and it becomes our responsibility to do something about it. And if we face situations where our actions do not produce an acceptable result, this amplifies our unease.


When we come to accept that life is not about being happy or sad, successful or not, or any other achievements we can think of, life actually becomes easier. Acceptance in Zen is not about being passive (which is a duality with being active) or trying to reject everything (another duality with acceptance), it is about just getting on with things. Much like the saying ‘the world keeps spinning’, Zen allows us to ride life’s momentum – and just keep going.


In not seeking, we are setting up to be more open as parents. Where we do not seek for our children to be obedient, clever or talented, we do not curse them with the ability to be disruptive, stupid or inept. Our children (and anyone else in our lives, including ourselves) should never be allowed to disappoint us, and not seeking assures us of that.


Note: In this book dualities are written with a slash between the two opposing words – for example, good/bad.







A NOTE ON EPICURUS


While I’m not an ancient Greek reader, I came across Epicurus’ philosophy when I was researching ideas of happiness. Some similarities that I found with Zen included the idea that knowledge of the world can be gained through our senses and experiences (something to reflect on at the end of the next part of this book, ‘A Reflective Study’, see page 25) and that our actions are to attain tranquillity or pleasure, which can be achieved through limiting our desires and removing our fear of the gods and death.


Epicurus considers that our desires will add to our anxieties because they drive us to want more and this in turn makes us upset if we lose what we desire or if we are unable to obtain them, thus becoming a cycle of anxiety and disappointment. And so, if we are able to limit our desires, we will be able to obtain a more sustainable sense of tranquillity and happiness.


On the matter of death (a duality with life), Epicurus argues that a fear of death is unsupported since when our consciousness comes to an end, there will be no experience of pain. In fact, Epicurean philosophy has been compared to Zen and Buddhism. Even Epicurus’ famous quote on death sounds like a good koan (a seeming paradoxical statement, see also ‘Exploring Koans’, see page 34): ‘Death is meaningless to the living because they are living, and meaningless to the dead . . . because they are dead.’


In the spirit of contemplation, perhaps consider the Epicurean thought as a reflection on not seeking.













A REFLECTIVE STUDY



If we understand Zen as an approach to life, or a philosophy, then it is worth considering that Zen and its practitioners would not be concerned about its definitions or how it might be perceived as such. It is only for those who are looking in, trying to make sense of it objectively, that the definitions matter.


There is a lot of thinking and engaging in Zen, and like all types of learning, there are frustrations and revelations in the process. These are completely subjective and dependent on us as individuals. Just as no two people are the same, no two people’s connection with Zen can be the same.


Clarity in studying Zen comes from our ability to accept and have an open mind, though ambiguity does not prevent us from engaging with Zen. There is never a ‘correct answer’ or even a ‘better method’. We are studying Zen as long as we are engaging with it. And because Zen is a way of life, it allows us to maintain our own faiths and beliefs, while studying it. In fact, studying Zen does not even require us to be Zen!


As someone who has been outcome-driven most of my life, I found this concept unsettling. I needed to know what the point was in studying Zen, or what the goal was for Zen. The truth is, there is not a point, nor a goal – Zen just is. The closest thing to a goal discussed is enlightenment and even then, Zen practice and study does not stop when that is thought to have been achieved. In Zen, we are all born buddhas, capable of enlightenment. The point of our study, if there is one, is to achieve and maintain it.


Enlightenment itself is also difficult to define. Whether it is the highest spiritual state, or to achieve clarity in understanding life, what is true about enlightenment is that it would be obvious to the beholder when it is reached. So, Zen becomes a study that has no structure, and no achievements other than enlightenment, which might happen, though we are not sure how we might identify it when it does, other than through our own experience of discovery. And remembering that Zen requires our own experienced understanding, it is a study that is to be practised.


To demonstrate its intricate yet troublesome nature, just as we come to accept Zen as a philosophy, it is also known to be anti-philosophy. Where it is generally accepted that philosophy is the use of reason in understanding nature, the real world and its existence, Zen precisely acknowledges that reason is incapable of knowing, understanding or learning the whole truth of what reality is, preferring experience as the main conduit.
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