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Zen Buddhism traces its origin to an incident in the time of the Buddha in India (approximately 500 BCE). One day, instead of delivering his usual talk, the Buddha picked up a flower and showed it to the assembly. According to Case 6 of the Mumonkan:




Everyone was silent, except for the saint
Kashyapa, who broke out in a smile.
Buddha said, “I have the treasury of the eye of
truth, the ineffable mind of nirvana, the most
subtle of teachings on the formlessness of the
form of reality. It is not defined in words, but
is specially transmitted outside of doctrine. I
entrust it to Kashyapa the Elder.”





Scholars have proposed other origin stories (see Additional Resources). Historically, Zen appears to have risen out of the encounter of Mahayana Buddhism with Chinese Taoist Yoga. It produced a number of remarkable personalities, many of whom created their own schools by founding monasteries and recognizing “dharma heirs”—advanced disciples who were given the authority to teach. In Japan, Zen became the highly cultivated aesthetic form with which it is most often identified today. However, Zen is now practiced almost everywhere in the world, and its expressions are as many and varied as the countries and teachers who promote it.


The pages that follow are not a history of Zen; they are not a scholarly exposition of Zen’s extensive psychology, philosophy, or literature. Instead, they are the living teachings of a unique and authentic American Zen master, who lives in New York City and directs a community of lay and ordained students in the heart of the city’s Soho District. They are a source of instruction, inspiration, and guidance.


Roshi Pat Enkyo O’Hara is a Soto priest and teacher in the White Plum lineage of Zen Buddhism. She is the co-founder and abbot of the Village Zendo in New York City. Roshi Enkyo was ordained by Taizan Maezumi Roshi, and she was given Dharma transmission (authority to teach) by Tetsugen Bernie Glassman, with whom she founded the Zen Peacemakers International. She teaches extensively in her New York temple and at various centers throughout the United States, including the IMS Buddhist Studies Center in Massachusetts, the Garrison Institute in New York, and Upaya Zen Center in Santa Fe, New Mexico.


Roshi Enkyo O’Hara is committed to a spiritual practice that is fully integrated with life in this everyday world. She guides and inspires her students to pursue a profound understanding and practice of Zen, while participating in the arts and sciences, in social and political action, and particularly in service to others. Roshi Enkyo eschews the sometimes deliberately obscure and difficult manner of many Zen expositors. Her teaching is clear, generous, and practical.


I encourage you to read these teachings with what in Zen is called “beginner’s mind”—an open heart and an attitude of curiosity and exploration. In the words of the poem that accompanies the Mumonkan story above:




A flower is held up


And the secret is revealed





- Howard Thoresen, editor
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I believe that Zen’s most important teaching is that our life is here and now. There is no other life, no other reality to enter. Rather, concretely, here and now is where we live our lives and serve life, which is mixed up with everyone and everything else.


Of course, many of us are drawn to Zen either because we want to have a really big experience, an enlightenment, or because we want to heal ourselves, to free ourselves from our suffering. Both are possible, but not in the way we often think. When we begin to think of enlightenment as a thing to get, or a place to go, we are lost in an imaginary dream.


Why? Because we have everything we need right now; we just have to realize it. We have the potential to recognize our interrelationship with all things: every drop of water, every breath of air, every being who has ever lived and ever will live. We are part of all of that, and—yes—we are responsible for all of that!


And we have the potential to heal ourselves, to find the joy of life in every breath. Our understanding of self and other can transform into a dynamic, joyous adventure. Still, it is easy to be seduced by the notion that there’s a “place” of emptiness, of oneness, that is our own blissful personal enlightenment.


It is Zen’s rather rough demeanor that in fact protects us from falling into that dream, into the delusion of duality. There is no “other” place to be. This is tricky, though, because, in fact, through practice of the Zen Way, we do find ease and joy; we do find our place in the universe, and we experience reality in a new and fresh way.


We Zen Buddhists, like all other Buddhists, trace our history back to the original teachings of the Buddha in India. In the 2,500 years from the time of the Buddha, a seemingly infinite number of schools, traditions, practices, and interpretations of the Buddha’s teachings have appeared. In many traditions, it would be difficult to distinguish the Buddha from a god, and, indeed, some Hindus have adopted him into their religion as an incarnation of Vishnu. Myths, including magical birth narratives; stories of the Buddha’s earlier incarnations as animals, humans, and deities; and mystically discovered new teachings, are widely spread.


In our Zen tradition, we like to think of the Buddha as a human being: extraordinary, no doubt, in his pursuit of truth, exceptional in his insight—but ordinary in his human needs for sustenance, sleep, and community.


Siddhartha Gautama, also known as Shakyamuni Buddha, the founder of Buddhism, was born in Northern India in either 563 or 480 BCE. In case you missed the film with Keanu Reeves, I’m going to begin by telling you his story.


It begins with loss. The first thing that happened to Shakyamuni Buddha was that his mother died one day after he was born. Although a wonderful woman took care of him—his mother’s sister—still there was this loss at the very beginning of his life.


Soothsayers and astrologers predicted that he would become either a great prince, a great ruler—or he would become a great spiritual teacher. Of course, his father preferred that he become a great ruler and have lots of money rather than having to endure the life of poverty that spiritual teachers embrace. His father decided that he would protect his son at all costs. He arranged that in the palace where they lived, there would never be anything that would smack of suffering. Anyone who was ill was swept away, older people were kept away, and death was rendered invisible—so he was always protected from hearing about the plenitude of suffering that there is in this world. This is according to the story that has been passed down to us, the story that explains his subsequent teaching.


This life of uninterrupted pleasure went on until he was twenty-four or twenty-five, but at that time he became very curious about what was going on outside the palace. He convinced his friend—sometimes they say it was a servant, a charioteer, but I like to think of him as a friend—to take him out to the town on four successive nights. This is important, because the friend serves as a witness. If you go out on your own, later you may be unsure about what you saw; but if you have someone there who witnesses with you, you’re on more solid ground. On these four excursions, he encountered what came to be called the Four Messengers.


On the first night he saw someone who was very sick, and he asked his friend, “What’s with that person who’s vomiting all over the street?” His friend answered, “Oh, that happens to everyone; every human being experiences sickness.”


The next night he saw someone who was very, very old—like me! (The yoga I do now is not the yoga I used to do!) He asked, “What’s wrong with that lady?” And his friend answered, “That’s what happens to humans when they live a long time: they get fragile, they don’t move so fast, and they don’t see or hear so well.”


The next night he saw a cadaver, and a similar dialogue ensued. His friend told him, “Death is what happens to everyone.”


And on the fourth night he saw a seeker—an ascetic who was in rags. That was the tradition in India at the time: seekers lived by begging, and they had a severe spiritual practice that entailed not eating until they were ready to fall over, not drinking much water, and not sleeping very much. Essentially—and we have this in the Western traditions too—it was a kind of purging of the self. When he asked, “What’s wrong with that person?” his friend answered, “Oh, that’s a seeker of the truth.” And Shakyamuni—his name was Siddhartha Gautama at the time—Siddhartha said, “I want to understand the truth of suffering. I want to know what causes suffering, and what can stop suffering.”


He left the palace, and he searched for six years. He studied with three well-known teachers of the time, he practiced various meditation techniques, he struggled with the ascetic practices, and he wandered from place to place. He had a few friends who were also on the path with him. And he became quite discouraged, because he couldn’t seem to find an answer to his questions, which were, “Why do we suffer? What is the cause of suffering? And how can we end this suffering?” He finally reached a point where he had gone to such an extreme in his ascetic practice that he fainted. And when he woke up, he thought, “I’m not going about this in the right way.” So he lay down on some kusha grass—soft grass—and for the first time in years, he slept until he woke up.


While he was sleeping, a young girl saw him lying there. She brought a bowl of milk and sweet rice and left it by his pillow. When he awoke, he took it and ate it all; he took sustenance. When he had tried to come from a place of deprivation, it had not worked; so now he wanted to come from a place of strength. Having slept and eaten, he bathed himself in the river, and went and sat under a tree. He vowed, “As the earth is my witness, I’m going to meditate through this night, and by morning I will have penetrated the mystery. I will have awakened.” And he sat through the night, and as Venus—the “morning star”—arose in the sky, he suddenly—as we say it in Zen—“got it.” (By the way, as we shall discover, there is no “it” to get.) He woke up.


He experienced the reality of our life—what it is, what our place in the universe is. And he said—and, of course this is according to the Zen tradition, this whole story is the Zen version—he said, “The great mountains, the earth and all sentient beings with me are simultaneously enlightened.” Or, we would say, “… simultaneously wake up.”


So you see, right from the beginning, waking up wasn’t just about him—Shakyamuni. It’s as if we could have some kind of awareness that all together, every single one of us at one moment can wake up. And if that awareness is only in one heart, it’s okay; that’s the beginning. That begins to make a change in all of us.


When he had awakened, he said to himself, “Wow, this is really something! But I am not going to be able to teach this. It’s too complicated; no one will understand it.” And just at that moment he heard a voice—we don’t know where the voice came from, but he heard a voice: You must find those that can hear, and teach them.


Shakyamuni—now the Buddha, the Awakened One—taught for forty-five years after that day. For forty-five years he went from town to town to town, teaching servants and kings, teaching women and children, teaching monks and laypeople, teaching anyone who would listen. This sharing is an essential part of awakening. As the saying goes, “It ain’t just about you.” It’s not about the small you. It’s not about attaining some state of consciousness that’s really cool. Awakening comes with the demand to serve, with the demand that makes a difference in the world. The Buddha taught for forty-five years, and if people heard, there was a delight.


If they couldn’t hear—well, maybe later they would. Maybe they’d hear from someone who heard from him.




Looking up, we see the star,


And vast emptiness sweeps in,


Filling us with waves of compassion,


And we step out, over and over again,


To serve, and be of use.





GOING FARTHER


1. This story can be read in many ways, among them: as history, as a fairy tale, as a myth, as a hero’s journey, as a psychological document, as a poem, as a drama. How do you tell the story of your life? What elements of your life story partake of these or other elements? Could you tell your life story from a different point of view?


2. The story of Buddha’s awakening begins with a problem and culminates in a solution. What experience, insight, or understanding have you had that fundamentally changed your way of life?
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