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To Marianne Costa 

Magician of magicians



 

Mu, mu, mu, mu, mu, 
Mu, mu, mu, mu, mu, 
Mu, mu, mu, mu, mu, 
Mu, mu, mu, mu, mu.

WU-MEN HUIKAI, 1183–1260

The ox has spoken and he has said “moo.” 

A SPANISH PROVERB APPLIED 
TO SOMEONE WHO RARELY SPEAKS 
BUT UTTERS NONSENSE WHEN HE DOES



Prologue
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Though I have written these memoirs in novelistic style, all the people, places, events, books, and quotations by sages are real.

I was raised by a merchant father. All the wisdom he had to offer me could be summed up in two proverbs: “Buy low and sell high” and “Don’t believe in anything.” I had no teacher from whom I could learn to love myself, others, and life. From adolescence on, driven by the thirst of an explorer lost in the desert, I sought a master who could show me that there was some meaning in my useless existence. A voracious reader of literature, I found only self-absorbed and pretentious meanderings there. A very cynical phrase by Marcel Duchamp led me to flee that sterile world: “There is no finality; we construct from tautology and arrive at nothing.”

I sought consolation in books of Eastern philosophy, holding for dear life onto the notion of enlightenment or awakening. I learned that Shakyamuni Buddha awoke while meditating under a tree. According to his disciples, the holy man perceived the deepest truth by ceasing to preoccupy himself with the question of his survival after death. Twenty-eight generations later, in China, Bodhidharma sat in silence for nine years in front of a stone wall until he discovered in his consciousness that fathomless emptiness, like a pure blue sky, in which neither truth nor illusion can be distinguished. . . . The longing to free myself from the terror of dying, of being nothing, of knowing nothing, had dragged me implacably into a quest for this mythic awakening. Striving for silence, I ceased to be so attached to my ideas. To further this goal, I wrote all of my beliefs in a notebook, then burned it. After this, requiring calm in my intimate relationships, I shunned the vulnerability of any sort of self-abandon, always setting up aloof relationships with women, thereby protecting my individualism behind panes of ice. When I met Ejo Takata, my first true master, I wanted him to guide me to enlightenment by purifying my mind of the last illusions I had not yet succeeded in uprooting. I saw myself as conqueror of both mind and heart.

“Feelings no longer dominate me. Empty mind, empty heart.” When I solemnly proclaimed these words before my Japanese teacher, he burst into laughter, which was quite disconcerting.

Then he answered: “Empty mind, empty heart—intellectual raving! Empty mind, full heart: That is how it should be.”

This book is a story of two practices. The first, with the master, was that of taming the intellect. The second, with the magical women, was that of breaking down emotional armor so that I would finally come to see that the emptiness I longed for was a flower rooted in the ground of love.

In this book I tell the stories of four magical women, but there are three others whose portraits are absent. One is the healer (curandera) Pachita, whom I have previously described at length in Le Théâtre de la Guérison and La Danse de la Réalité. In these books, I tell of the life-changing experiences I had with her. Yet there is one event that I omitted from those books (perhaps out of a sense of caution). It happened when I was participating in a séance featuring one of her magical operations. The hermanito (“little brother,” Pachita’s trance-controlled personality) was about to use a hunting knife to cut into the chest of a sick man and remove his heart. The replacement heart was waiting in a large jar. (Where on earth had the sorceress found that organ? And why did we, the entranced onlookers, find it perfectly natural that she should propose curing a sick, living heart by replacing it with a dead one? A mystery.)

Suddenly, in the very midst of the dramatic operation (moving shadows, blood everywhere, a horrible stench in the air, the screams of the patient), Pachita seized the ring finger of my left hand and, with a single, swift movement, slipped a gold ring onto it. It fit perfectly, as if it was made for my finger. Without pausing to observe my reaction, she continued with the operation: she pulled a palpitating mass of bloody flesh from the man’s chest (which her son hurriedly wrapped in black paper and took away to be burned in the toilets), she placed the dead heart in the bloody wound, and she closed the wound by pressing her palms upon it. Then we rubbed the man’s chest with alcohol, noticing that there was no scar at all, just a small, triangular bruise.

I returned home, totally overwhelmed, and slept deeply. When I awoke, the ring was no longer on my finger. I spent hours searching for it in vain. What was the meaning of Pachita’s gesture? Was it some sort of spiritual marriage? Perhaps. Thanks to my relationship with her, years later, in Paris, I was able to create what I call psychomagie (psychomagic) and psychochamanisme (psychoshamanism). Did the curandera foresee that this would happen? Or was she doing something to make it happen, because she intended it to? A mystery.

Maria Sabina, the mushroom priestess, is also absent from this book’s account. How old was she when we began our dream relationship? A hundred years? Possibly more . . .

I never met her in the flesh. In order to do that, I would have had to undertake a ten-hour drive into the Mazatec Sierra and then a climb through a narrow pass surrounded by dizzying precipices in order to reach Huautla.

The truth is that I had never harbored any intention of seeking out the abuelita (little grandmother), as she was known. It was she who sought me out. As I was preparing for the shooting of my movie The Holy Mountain, I had also created a marionette show, Haut les mains (Hands Up), which depicted visions produced by the seeds of a plant known colloquially as “seeds of the Virgin” (ololiuhqui—“round thing”—in Nahuatl), a sort of natural, LSD-type hallucinogen that Toltecs and Aztecs regarded as a divinity worthy of worship.

One day, I was chewing a handful of these seeds while perched on a ladder to adjust some spotlights for the stage in the Casa de la Paz (House of Peace), and I had a vision: I saw the totality of the universe as a compact mass of light having the form of a round body in perpetual expansion, and in full consciousness. This was so powerful that I emitted a guttural cry, lost my balance, and fell from the ladder. I landed hard on my feet, dislocating both ankles. In a few hours they were very swollen, causing me great pain. After taking several sedatives, I fell asleep and dreamed I was a crippled wolf dragging two wounded hind legs. Maria Sabina appeared to me. She showed me a very large, white book surrounded by light.

“My poor animal! This book is the perfect word, the language of God. Don’t worry about knowing how to read it. Just enter its pages and merge with them.”

I moved toward the light. My whole body except for the paws of my hind legs entered it. The old woman then caressed me with such tremendous love that I woke up in tears. I saw with astonishment that my ankles were no longer swollen, and I felt not the slightest pain.

In those days I certainly did not believe that it was the Mazatec curandera herself who had literally come to heal me. I attributed her image to a construction of my unconscious, and I was gratified by my ability to heal myself alone, thanks to a therapeutic dream.

Some time previously, Maria Sabina had apparently initiated contact with me through the intermediary of a painter friend, Francisco Fierro. Returning from Huautla, where he went to eat mushrooms with the curandera, Francisco had brought me a jar of honey in which were embedded six pairs of the niñitos santos, or the “sacred little children.”

“These are a gift to you from Maria Sabina. She saw you in a dream. It seems you are going to accomplish a work that will help the world realize the true values of our culture. Nowadays, the hippies are destroying the ancient traditions. Huautla is overrun by tourists, drug dealers, journalists, doctors, soldiers, and police agents. The niñitos santos have lost their purity. But these twelve apostles are special, because they have been blessed by abuelita. Eat all of them.”

I have already recounted my experience with these magic mushrooms in La Danse de la Réalité, but I must confess that at first I had doubts about my painter friend. Perhaps the old woman had not really dreamed of me; perhaps, with all the best intentions, Francisco had concocted the story himself. I found it difficult to believe that someone could influence reality through dreams, yet Francisco insisted that these mushrooms contained all the wisdom of ancient Mexico. He ate them often, and he did not hesitate to feed them to his young daughters—two strange creatures who were five and six years old, with large, adult eyes.

Hence my utter astonishment when, on the same morning that I woke up with my ankles healed, I received a phone call from Francisco Fierro: “Tonight, abuelita visited me in my sleep and told me that she was going to heal you. How were you feeling when you woke up this morning?”

Coincidence? Telepathy? Could Maria Sabina really enter into my dreams and heal my body in that dimension? My intuition said yes, my reason said no. This is why I have not included Maria Sabina as one of the characters in this book: I cannot exclude the possibility that she is a sort of illusion personal to me. In any case, whether illusion or reality, Maria Sabina continued to appear in my dreams until the time of her death—always in difficult moments, and always in a way that was very helpful to me.

The third person absent in this account is the Chilean singer Violeta Parra. Her fame is so great—she is praised by poets such as Pablo Neruda (“a saint of the finest clay”), Nicanor Parra (“a bird of earthly paradise”), Pablo de Rokha (“subterranean simplicity”), and so many others—that what I could add would be superfluous. I met her in Paris, where she resided during two periods: first in 1954 for two years, then in 1961 for three years. During the first period she was not yet famous, and she earned her living singing in a small cabaret in the Latin Quarter called L’Escale. Her miserable wages were just enough to pay for a room in a one-star hotel. There, she often cooked a simple Chilean meal of char-grilled meat, cornbread, and tomato and onion salad, which she would share with her six main friends, of whom I was one. She refers to this in her autobiography, written in verse:

As the law commands, 
justice must be rendered in all things; 
obeying this with delight, 
I hereby name six 
archangels, who, you see, 
protect me with their friendship, 
offering me affinity in this distant world; 
and when their hands reach out to me, 
my darkness lights up. 
I say it and repeat it: 
a little heart of coriander 
for my friend Alejandro, 
who comforted me in Paris 
with a clove-scented flower 
and a friendly smile. 
His hand was a delight 
down there in that absent life; 
yesterday, you planted some seeds; 
today, they flower and bear fruit.

She says that I comforted her in Paris, but it was she who helped me, inspiring me with her tenacity and energy. Violeta would sing from ten o’clock at night until four in the morning, then get up at eight o’clock and rush off to record Chilean folk songs (“to the human and to the divine”), which she had collected and learned directly from the lips of old peasants. She recorded these for the Chant du Monde ethnomusicology library, and for the Phonothèque Nationale at the Musée 
de l’Homme.*1

I was indignant: “But Violeta, they are not paying you a centime for this! You must see that they are exploiting you in the name of culture!”

“I’m not stupid. I know they’re exploiting me, but I do it with pleasure. France has one of the greatest museum cultures, and I know they will always conserve these songs. I’m saving an important part of Chilean folklore. For the good of my country’s music, it doesn’t matter if I work for free. In fact, I’m even proud not to be paid for it! Sacred things should be protected from the power of money.”

Thus Violeta taught me a lesson I never forgot. It was her example that inspired me always to offer tarot readings and psychomagic counseling free of charge.

When she returned to Paris seven years later, it was as a singer who was famous and respected in Chile not only for her art but also for her precious research in forgotten folklore. Now she recorded her own songs on the famous Barclay label (including the celebrated Gracias a la Vida). She also sang at the huge annual festival of popular music organized by l’Humanité, the French communist daily newspaper. In spite of this success, she remained a simple woman, resembling a humble peasant. Yet her delicate frame was inhabited by a soul of superhuman strength.

One day, she and I walked together along the banks of the Seine and arrived at the Louvre.

“What an incredible museum!” I exclaimed. “The weight of so many great works of art, so many great civilizations . . . we poor Chileans are crushed by it. Our traditions are mere straw huts compared to pyramids, mere clay pots compared to the Sphinx . . .”

“Be quiet!” she commanded me with an imperious tone. “The Louvre is a cemetery. But we—we are alive! Life is more powerful than death. I’m just a tiny woman, but this huge edifice doesn’t impress me. Mark my words: Before long, you’ll see my works exhibited here.”

I didn’t know whether to consider her crazy or just the victim of an extremely naive vanity. Besides, she was a singer, not a painter or sculptor!

Violeta had very little money. She bought some iron wire, some cheap rag cloth, some wool of different colors, some clay, and some tubes of oil paint. With these modest materials, she began to fashion tapestries, jugs, little sculptures, and oil paintings. They were her own works, yet they also were an expression of a Chilean folklore that had disappeared from history but was still alive in my friend’s unconscious. In April 1964, Violeta Parra inaugurated her great exhibition at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs at the Marsan Pavillion attached to the Palace of the Louvre!

This incredible woman taught me that if we desire something with the totality of our being, we will finally achieve it—perhaps not always as rapidly as in this instance, yet Violeta showed me that the impossible becomes possible through patience and commitment.

I saw another example of this immense patience and perseverance in the Spanish writer Francisco Gonzalez Ledesma, who, under the pseudonym Silver Kane, wrote more than a thousand cowboy novelettes for the popular market. He began producing them in 1951, when he was twenty years old, in order to earn his living. He continued until 1975, at the rate of one book a week. After that and continuing to the present, he began to write under his real name. These were the books he really wanted to write: a type of detective novel written in high literary style. These works earned him the Planète Prize in 1984 and also the French Mystère Prize for the best foreign novel.

Under the Franco regime, writers were treated as lowly workers, receiving no royalties and only a meager salary. They were required to arrive at an office early in the morning and to work for ten hours at a stretch. When Francisco returned home, having spent the whole day writing plots for comic books and working on the publisher’s accounting as well, he worked on his Silver Kane books. Very late in the night, he spent time on what he really wanted to write: books that he could sign with his real name. He was also assigned the task of researching the American West. His integrity caused him to refuse the temptation to use the same theme twice, and he always based his books on historical facts. Furthermore, he found time to study for the exam that allowed him to earn a diploma of attorney, a profession at which he succeeded brilliantly. When I asked this titan how he was able to accomplish all this (to say nothing of being married with children), he replied: “By sleeping very little—almost not at all.”

The publisher’s rules for his Silver Kane work were so extreme that if he did not hand in his manuscript when the office opened on Friday mornings, he could lose his job. One night, when there was an electrical failure, he sat on the roof and wrote by the light of the moon.

He wrote these cowboy adventures with total humility; he harbored no hope that they would attract educated readers, knew they held no possibility of expounding at length on the deeper aspects of thought, and understood full well that these works would be despised by literary critics. Furthermore, he knew that they would enable him only to survive and never to become rich. This attitude is strangely akin to the philosophy of certain Zen proverbs: “Act without any final goal,” “Do your best at whatever holds your work,” “Seek not perfection, but authenticity,” “Discover the inexhaustible in the silence of the ego,” “Abandon all will to power,” “Practice day and night, without sleeping.”

This is why I have selected phrases from Silver Kane as epigraphs at the beginning of each chapter in this book. They have the same direct language as Zen koans, a purity where rational calculation has no place. Both tragic and comic, they exude the perfume of enlightenment.

[image: image]

Many people know nothing of koans, and even those who do know do not accord them their essential importance. A koan is a question that a Zen master gives to a disciple who is then to meditate and reflect upon it and (sometimes immediately, sometimes years later) offer a response. A koan is an enigma that holds a fundamental absurdity, for it is impossible to reply to one by using logic. And this is precisely its purpose: to open our initial point of view to the universal so that we understand that the intellect (words, words, words, and still more words) is useless in helping us find a response. In fact, we do not really live in the world; we live in a language. We think that we are intelligent because we can manipulate ideas and that things become known and real because we are able to define them—but if we really want our life to change, we must undergo a mutation of the mind, opening the doors of intuition and creative energies so that our unconscious becomes an ally.

Some students take twenty years to find the right response to a koan. Others, instead of searching for a response that engages every aspect of their being (a response far more complex than the words of ordinary language), choose to identify with their intellect, offering a response that is actually a clever explanation. They then imagine that they have become Zen masters because of their cleverness. If our response to a koan leaves us as we were before, then we have resolved nothing. To truly resolve a koan is to undergo a mental cataclysm that causes our worldview, our psychic stance, and any sort of self-concept to crumble, precipitating us into the void—a void that engenders us, enabling us to be reborn freer than before and, for the first time, to be in the world as it is instead of as we have learned it is.

In a certain book on personal development (which I shall refrain from naming) the writer, a Zen disciple, receives a koan from a woman master: “How can you get a goose out of a bottle without breaking the bottle or hurting the goose?” Faced with the student’s total perplexity, the master offers this response: “The easiest way to get the goose out without hurting it is to put the bottle on its side, and place some food outside the opening. Then the goose will simply walk out of the bottle. After all, this koan never mentions how large the opening is, so there’s no reason to assume it’s too small for the goose to pass through easily.” Such an answer serves to show only the student’s stupidity—or cleverness . . . but the purpose of a koan is not to test a student’s cleverness. This so-called master cheated by imagining a bottle without a narrow opening. If that was the case, the goose would not be trapped in the bottle in the first place and could enter and leave as it pleased. In the real Zen tradition, the student spends days or months trying to resolve this enigma. One day, he appears before the master, beaming with joy:

“I’ve finally solved the koan!”

“How?” asks the roshi (spiritual leader).

“The goose is out!” exclaims the student.

The goose is a living principle enclosed by rigid, inert limitations. This answer shows that the disciple has actually freed himself from his logical intellect, which separated him from the totality of life to which his being belongs.

But the writer of this book on personal development is convinced he understands it all. He poses to his readers (in rather awkward terms) one of the most classic koans: A monk says to his student, “Observe, my dear student, the sound of a clap,” and the old master claps his hands. Then, watching his student attentively, he says: “Now, dear student, can you demonstrate for me the sound of only one hand clapping?”

Again, the author proposes an extremely naive solution: “We begin with the assumption that it is impossible to clap without using two hands. Yet the sound of a clap can in fact be produced by only one hand whipping the fingers quickly against a part of the palm. . . . I suggest that the reader practice this movement as if he was playing castanets. He will observe that this can produce the sound of a clap made by only one hand.”

Is this supposed initiate trying to tell us that in order to solve one of the most famous of all Zen koans, it helps to be a good castanet player? We cannot resist conjuring up the image of a severe, ancient Zen master whipping out a sword, cutting off both this initiate’s hands with a single blow, and then asking: “Now what is the sound of no hands clapping?”

I have written this book in an attempt to give an accurate explanation of the nature of the struggle that allows us to understand koans and the beneficial change that occurs when we truly resolve a koan. It is also a summary of the first five years I spent in meditations guided by the most honest human being I have ever known.



1 

“Intellectual, Learn to Die!”
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“But what hells, what roasted vultures, what sizzled coyotes does this imply?”

SILVER KANE, CARA DURA CITY

The last time I saw Master Ejo Takata was in a modest house in one of the overpopulated suburbs of Mexico City. There was a room and a kitchen, no more. I had come there seeking consolation, my heart broken by the death of my son. My pain was so great that I did not even notice that half the room was filled with cardboard boxes. The monk was busy frying a couple of fish. I was expecting some sort of wise discourse on the nature of death: “We are not born, we do not die. . . . Life is an illusion. . . . The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, blessed be the name of the Lord. . . . Do not think of his absence; be grateful for the twenty-four years when he filled your life with joy. . . . The divine droplet has returned to the original ocean. . . . His consciousness is dissolved into blessed eternity. . . .” I had already been telling myself such things, but the consolation I sought in these phrases had given my heart no peace.

Ejo said only one word in Spanish: Duele, “it hurts.” Then, bowing, he served the fish. We ate in silence. I began to understand that life goes on, that I must accept the pain instead of struggling against it or searching for consolation. When you eat, you eat. When you sleep, you sleep. When it hurts, it hurts. Beyond all that, there is the unity of the impersonal life. Our ashes must merge with the ashes of the world.

Then it occurred to me to ask him what was in the boxes.

“My belongings,” he answered. “They’ve loaned me this house. They might ask me to move out any day. Here, I’m feeling good. So why shouldn’t I feel just as good somewhere else?”

“But Ejo, this space is so small. Where do you meditate?”

He shrugged indifferently and casually gestured toward a corner. He needed no special place to meditate. It was not the space that made meditation sacred; it was his meditation that made the space sacred. In any case, for this man who had cut through the mirage of opposites, the division between sacred and profane had no significance.

In the United States, in France, and in Japan I have had the good fortune of meeting a number of other roshis. I even met my master’s master, Mumon 
Yamada,*2 a very small man with the energy of a lion and hands as delicate and groomed as those of a lady (the nails on his little finger were more than an inch long). Yet no one could ever take the place that Ejo had conquered in my heart.

I know little of his life. Born in Kobe in 1928, he began to practice Zen at the age of nine in the monastery of Horyuji, under the direction of Roshi Heikisoken, the head authority of the Rinzai school. Later, at Kamakura, he entered the Shofukuji Monastery founded in 1195 by 
Yosai,†3 the first monk to bring Chinese Zen Buddhism to Japan. There, he became a disciple of Mumon Yamada of the Soto school. The life of these monks aspiring to enlightenment was very hard. Always living in groups, deprived of intimacy or privacy, they ate little and poorly, worked hard, and meditated constantly. Every act of daily life—from how they slept to how they defecated—adhered to a strict ritual: “A monk must sit with his back straight, keeping his legs covered by the corners of his robe, looking neither to the right nor to the left, never speaking with his neighbors, never scratching his intimate parts, making as little noise as possible when excreting and accomplishing the act quickly, because others are waiting their turn. . . . The monks of the Soto Monastery must sleep on their right side; no other position is permitted. The monks of the Rinzai school sleep on their back; no other position is permitted.”

After living in this way for thirty years, in 1967 Ejo Takata decided that the times were changing. It was useless to preserve a tradition by remaining closed up in a monastery. He decided to leave Shofukuji and encounter the world. His determination led him to embark for the United States, for he desired to know why so many hippies were interested in Zen. He was received with great honor in a modern monastery in California. A few days later, he fled this place with only his monk’s robes and twenty dollars in his pocket. He reached a major highway and began to hitchhike, communicating mostly with gestures, because he spoke little English. A truck carrying oranges picked him up. Ejo began to meditate on the odor of the fruit, with no idea where he was going. He fell asleep. When he woke up, he found himself in the immense city that is the capital of Mexico.

By a coincidence that I would qualify as a miracle, he was seen wandering in the streets of this city of more than twenty million people by a man who was a disciple of Eric Fromm, the famous psychiatrist who had recently collaborated with D. T. Suzuki to publish a book called Psychoanalysis and Zen Buddhism. This man was so astounded that he could not believe his eyes: a real Japanese monk, robes and all! He stopped his car, invited the monk to get in, and ferried him off as a treasure to be presented to his students in Mexico City.

Maintaining a jealous secrecy regarding Ejo’s presence, the group set him up in a small house in the suburbs, which was transformed into a temple. Some months later, Ejo learned that before meditating, these psychiatrists took pills to help them endure with a beatific smile the hours of rigorous immobility. He thereupon bid them farewell and never returned.

By a series of coincidences (which I have described in La Danse de la Réalité), I had the chance to meet this master. Seeing that he was homeless, I offered him my house, inviting him to transform it into a zendo. There, the monk found his first honest students: actors, painters, university students, martial arts practitioners, poets, and so forth. They were all convinced that through meditation they would find enlightenment: the secret of eternal life that transcends that of the ephemeral flesh.

It was not long before we realized that Zen meditation was no game. To sit very still for hours, striving to empty our mind, enduring pains in our legs and back, and overwhelmed by boredom was a heroic undertaking.

One day, when we had all but lost hope in ever attaining mythic enlightenment, we heard the rumbling of a powerful motorcycle, which came to a screeching halt in front of the house. Then we heard the vigorous steps of someone walking up to our little meditation room. There entered a large young man with broad shoulders, muscular arms, and blond hair. He was dressed in red leather, and stopped in front of the master and addressed him insolently, with a thick American accent:

“You deserted our monastery because you think you’re so superior, with your slanted eyes! You think that truth needs a Japanese passport? Yet I, a ‘despicable Westerner,’ have solved all the koans, and I’m here to prove it. Question me!”

We disciples were frozen in place, as if we were in a cowboy film in which one gunslinger challenges another to see who has the fastest draw.

Ejo, however, was unperturbed: “I accept!” he said.

And then a scene began to unfold that had us gaping in wonder. For me, as for the others, koans were unsolvable mysteries. Whenever we read them in books, we understood absolutely nothing. We knew that in Japan, monks sometimes meditated on these riddles for years or decades—questions such as “What is Buddha nature?” and answers such as “the cypress tree in the garden” had led us to despair ever understanding them. Zen does not seek philosophical explanations, but rather demands immediate understanding beyond words. “The cypress tree in the garden” left us disconcerted, revealing that we understood nothing, because we were not enlightened.

On one occasion, when I confessed my perplexity to Ejo, he replied brusquely: “Intellectual, learn to die!” This is why it was such a deep shock to see this aggressive, disrespectful, arrogant young man reply rapidly, with no hesitation, to the master’s questions.

Ejo clapped his hands. “That is the sound of two hands clapping. What is the sound of one hand clapping?”

The young man sat down with crossed legs, straightened his back, and raised his right arm wordlessly with his palm open.

“Good,” Ejo said. “Now, if you can hear the sound of one hand, prove it.”

Still silent, the youth repeated the gesture.

“Good,” Ejo said again.

My heart was pounding like a drum. I realized that I was witnessing something extraordinary. Only once before had I felt this peculiar kind of intensity: when I saw the great bullfighter El Cordobés decide to provoke the bull by freezing like a statue. The animal charged several times, his horns passing within a fraction of an inch of the man’s body, yet he was never gored. A strange vortex of energy seemed to envelop both man and beast, plunging them into an enchanted space-time, a “place” where error was impossible.

Confidently and with perfect style, this invader responded to every challenge presented by my master. There was such an intensity between the two men that we disciples began to dissolve little by little into the shadows.

Ejo asked him: “When you have turned into ashes, how will you hear yourself?” Again, the youth stretched out his hand.

Then Ejo said: “Is it possible that this one hand could be cut off by the sword of Suimo, which is the sharpest of all swords?”

With a smug expression, the visitor answered: “If it is possible, show me that you can do it.”

Ejo insisted: “Why can’t the Suimo sword cut off this hand?”

The youth smiled: “Because this hand reaches through the whole universe.”

Ejo arose, came close to the visitor’s face, and said loudly: “What is this one hand?”

The man answered, shouting even louder: “It is the sky, the earth, man, woman, you, me, the grass, the trees, motorcycles, and roast chickens! All things are this one hand!”

Ejo now murmured very softly: “If you hear the sound of one hand, make me hear it too.”

The young man arose, slapped Ejo in the face, and sat down.

The sound this made was like a rifle shot to us. We were on the verge of jumping this insolent youth and giving him a sound thrashing, but the master restrained us with a smile.

He asked the young man: “Now that you have heard the sound of one hand clapping, what are you going to do?”

The visitor answered: “Ride my motorcycle, smoke a joint, take a piss.”

In an urgent voice, the master commanded him: “Imitate this sublime sound of one hand clapping!”

The youth imitated the sound of a truck that happened to be passing in the street at that moment: “Vroooom . . .”

The monk let out a deep sigh. Then he asked him: “This one hand—how far can it travel?”

The youth leaned over and pressed his hand on the floor. “It can go no farther than this.”

Ejo Takata burst into laughter, and in an astounding gesture that left no room for ambiguity, he offered his place to the visitor. The latter, assuming the air of a proud winner, sat down in the master’s place.

“You have done very well in resolving this koan. It was first posed by Hakuin 
Ekaku.”*4

Here the youth interrupted the master, demonstrating his erudition, “Yes, Hakuin, the great Japanese Zen monk, born in 1686 and died in 1769.”

Ejo bowed respectfully. Then he continued. “Now that you have demonstrated the perfection of your enlightenment, I request that you explain the significance of your gestures and words to my disciples, who are most intrigued by them. Can you do this?”

“Of course I can,” Master Peter (for this was how he now wished us to address him) replied proudly.

“When this monk asked me to prove that I had heard the sound of one hand clapping, I swept away any rationalization with a gesture meaning, ‘It is what it is.’ When he asked me if I was going to be a Buddha—to become enlightened—I did not fall into the dualistic trap of enlightenment–nonenlightenment. What nonsense! My outstretched hand says, ‘Unity, here and now!’ As for when I have become ashes, I did not fall into the trap of existence–nonexistence. If I am, I am here and now—that’s all! The concept of ‘after death’ exists only when we are alive. As for the Suimo sword that cuts everything, I replied that there is nothing to be cut. Why can this one hand not be cut? Because it fills the universe, eliminating all distinction. When he asked that I make him hear the sound of one hand clapping, I slapped him to show that he should not underestimate his own understanding of the koan. And I knew he was setting a trap for me when he asked me to imitate the ‘sublime’ sound of one hand clapping. Expecting some extraordinary experience is an obstacle on the path to enlightenment. By imitating an ordinary sound that occurred at the moment, I was showing him that there is no difference between ordinary and extraordinary. As for the question of what I am going to do now that I am enlightened, I simply gave some details of my everyday actions. There is no need for future plans regarding enlightenment! We must understand that we have always been enlightened without realizing it. He also tried to trip me up with the question, ‘How far can this hand go?’ Enlightenment, however, is not located in space.”

Well-satisfied with his own words, Master Peter now tapped his own belly, exclaiming with a proud, authoritative tone: “Here! Only here, and nowhere else but here!”

Faced with such obvious arrogance and vanity, we were hoping that Ejo would now expel this American from his place. We were appalled at the prospect of having to accept this character as a teacher. But Ejo did nothing. He simply sat there as if he had now become a disciple.

Smiling, he said to Master Peter: “In Hakuin’s teaching there are two koans that are more important than all the others. You have resolved the first of these with perfection. Now I would like to see if you can resolve the second . . .”

“Of course!” the American interrupted with a smug expression. “You mean the question about the nature of a dog.”

“Yes. The question to which Joshu gave the answer . . .”

Again, Peter interrupted, reciting with speed and precision: “Joshu, the central figure of Chinese Zen, born in 778 CE. While still very young, he began to study with Master 
Nansen.*5 When Nansen died, Joshu was fifty-seven years old. He remained in the monastery for three more years, honoring the memory of his master. Then he left in a quest for truth. He traveled for twenty years. At the age of eighty, he settled in his native village in the province of Jo. There he taught until his death at the age of one hundred.” 

“What amazing erudition!” Ejo exclaimed. 

Then, looking in our direction, he ordered us: “Applaud!” I joined my companions, but I was applauding with a feeling of jealousy. Master Peter stood up and bowed to us in return with several ostentatious flourishes.

“Now let us see,” Ejo continued. “A monk asked Master Joshu: ‘Does a dog have Buddha nature?’ Joshu answered: ‘Mu.’ What do you say?”

Peter began to stand up, muttering, “Mu in Chinese means ‘no’; it means nonexistence, emptiness—it might as well be a tree, a barking dog, whatever . . .” Now standing and facing Ejo Takata, he yelled so loudly that the windows shook: “MU!”

Then began another round of the duel of questions and answers. 

“Give me the proof of this Mu.” 

“MU!” 

“If that is so, then how will you awaken?” 

“MU!” 

“Very well. Now when you have been cremated, what will become of this Mu?” 

“MU!” 

The gringo’s yells were growing louder. Yet Takata, by contrast, was questioning him in a tone that was more and more gentle and respectful. Little by little, he seemed to abase himself utterly before this exalted being who always found the right answer instantly. I was afraid that the dialogue might continue on this way for hours, but now a subtle change took place. The responses were becoming longer.

“On another occasion, when Joshu was asked if a dog had Buddha nature, he answered yes. What do you think of that?” 

“Even if Joshu said that a dog has Buddha nature, I would simply yell ‘MU!’ with all my strength.” 

“Very good. Now tell me: How does your enlightenment act with Mu?”

Peter stood up and walked a few paces, saying: “When I walk, I walk.” Then, sitting down again, he said: “When I sit, I sit.” 

“Excellent! Now explain the difference between the state of Mu and the state of ignorance.”

“I got on my motorcycle and rode to Reforma Boulevard. Then I walked to the government palace. Then I walked back to Reforma, got on my motorcycle, and rode it here.”

This response baffled us all. The gringo looked at us with a disdainful air. “Your Japanese monk has just asked me to explain the difference between enlightenment and nonenlightenment. In my description of a walk that began in one place and returned to that same place, I was refuting the distinction between the sacred and the profane.” Grudgingly, we felt compelled to admire the cleverness of this response.

“Very good indeed!” Ejo said, beaming, with a smile that seemed full of admiration. “Now what is the origin of Mu?”

“There is neither sky nor earth nor mountains nor rivers nor trees nor plants nor apples nor pears! There is nothing, neither myself nor anyone else. Even these words are nothing. MU!”

This last Mu was so loud that some dogs in the neighborhood began barking. From this moment on, the pace of the dialogue began to accelerate.

“So—give me your Mu!” 

“Take it!” Peter said, handing Takata a marijuana cigarette. 

“How tall is your Mu?” 

“I am five feet nine inches tall.” 

“Tell me your Mu in way that is so simple that a baby could understand it and put it into practice.” 

“Mmm, mmm, mmm. . . .” Peter hummed, as if lulling an infant to sleep. 

“What is the difference between Mu and all?” 

“If you are all, I am Mu. If you are Mu, I am all.” 

“Show me different Mus.”

“Intellectual, Learn to Die!”

“When I eat, when I drink, when I smoke, when I have sex, when I sleep, when I dance, when I’m cold, when I’m warm, when I shit, when a bird sings, when a dog barks, MU! MU! MU! MU! MU! MU!”

His shouts went on and on, becoming deafening. Now he had lost control and was really causing a scene! He seemed like a man possessed, as if he would go on with this mad yelling indefinitely.

With a single bound, Ejo leaped up, seized his flat Zen stick (kyosaku), and hurling an impressive cry of “Kwatzu!” he began to strike Peter. Outraged at this, Peter attacked Ejo. Resorting deftly to some judo technique (an attainment he had never mentioned to us), the master immediately caught Peter in a hold and flipped him expertly to the floor. When Peter was gasping on his back with his four limbs flailing in the air, Ejo Takata placed a foot on his neck, immobilizing him.

“Now let us see if your enlightenment is stronger than fire!”

Dragging the bewildered gringo outside forcefully, he snatched a kerosene lamp on the way. There were two of these lamps always handy, as well as a number of candles, because we often had electrical failures in that neighborhood.

Outside, before the eyes of the terrified visitor lying on the ground, Ejo emptied the lamp kerosene all over his motorcycle. Then he held up a lighter with the flame burning. The gringo cried out, “Oh no, no no!” But when he tried to get up, Ejo knocked him down with an expert kick to the chest, landing him on his back.

“Calm yourself! Here is a koan especially for you: ‘Enlightenment or motorcycle?’ If you reply ‘Enlightenment,’ I’ll set the motorcycle on fire. If you reply ‘motorcycle,’ I’ll allow you to leave on it—but before you do, you must give me that book, which I know you have memorized.”

Master Peter seemed but a crumpled heap now. He whined softly: “Motorcycle.” Then he arose slowly and opened the storage compartment at the back of his machine. He pulled out a book with a red cover and handed it over silently to the man who had reassumed his role as our true master.

Ejo read the title aloud: “The Sound of One Hand Clapping: 281 Koans and Their 
Solutions.”*6 Then he sternly admonished the defeated one: “You trickster! Learn to be what you are!”

The visitor’s face was now the same color as the book and his leather clothes. He kneeled before the monk, prostrated himself with his hands outstretched upon the ground, and implored him humbly: “I beg you, Master . . .”

With his flat stick, Master Ejo struck him three times on the left shoulder blade and three times on the right. The six slaps on the leather were as loud as gunshots. Then Ejo stretched out an open hand in a gesture.

The American stood up. He seemed to have learned an essential lesson. He sighed: “Thank you, Sensei.”

Then he cranked up his powerful motorcycle and rode away forever, the sound vanishing in the distance.
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The Secret of Koans
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“If there are any tracks, I’ ll find them—even at the bottom of a well.” 

SILVER KANE, EL GUARDAESPALDAS
 (THE BODYGUARD)

When Ejo Takata first visited my house in order to choose the right space for his teaching, I showed him my large library proudly. I had been surrounded by books since childhood, and I loved them as much as I loved my cats. I had a sizeable collection of books on Zen—in English, Italian, French, and Spanish—but the monk glanced at them only briefly. Opening his fan, he moved it rapidly to cool himself. Then he left the room without a word. My face darkened with embarrassment. With this gesture, he was showing me that my erudition was nothing but a disguise for my lack of true knowledge. Words may show the way to truth, but they are not the truth. “When you’ve caught the fish, you don’t need the net anymore.”

In spite of this lesson, however, I could not resist sneaking out at nightfall to the garbage can where Ejo had consigned the mysterious book he had taken from the American. Digging among the trash there, I found it and pulled it out. I felt like a thief, but not like a traitor. Covering it in black paper, I placed it inconspicuously among the many volumes of my library without opening it.

Time passed. Thanks to the support of the Japanese embassy, Ejo was able to set up a small zendo in the university quarter of Mexico City. For five years, I arose each morning at six o’clock to drive for at least an hour through heavy traffic in order to arrive at the zendo for two meditation sessions of forty minutes each. Yet it became clear to me that my path in life was not that of a monk.

My ambitions were becoming centered on the theater. Nevertheless, Ejo Takata’s teachings—to be instead of to seem, to live simply, to practice the teaching instead of merely reciting it, and knowing that the words we use to describe the world are not the world—had profoundly changed my vision of what theater should be. In my upcoming production, a theatrical version of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, I had stripped the stage of its usual décor, including even curtains and ropes, and had the walls painted white. Defying censorship, the actors and actresses undressed completely on stage after reciting lines from the Gospel of Thomas: “The disciples asked him: ‘When will you be revealed, and when will we be able to see you?’ And Jesus said: ‘When you shed your clothing without shame, and when you take your jewels and cast them under your feet and trample them like little children, then will you be able to contemplate the Son of the Living One and have no more 
fear.’”*7

The production was a success, with full houses from Tuesday through Sunday. I then proposed to Ejo (without much hope) that he meditate before the public during the performance. To my astonishment, the master accepted. He arrived punctually, took his seat on the side of the stage, and meditated without moving for two hours. The contrast between the actors speaking their lines and the silent monk dressed in his ritual robes had a staggering effect. Zarathustra continued to run for a full year and a half. After the last performance, Ejo said to me: “By having me participate in your work, you have introduced many thousands of Mexicans to Zen meditation. How can I thank you?”

I bowed to him to hide my shame, then I confessed: “I took that American guy’s Zen book and hid it. I’ve never opened it, but I’m dying of curiosity to see what is in it. If I read it, will I be betraying you?”

He burst out laughing. “We’ll read it together and write commentaries about it!” Then he told me the story of this mysterious book.

“This text is Gendai Sojizen Hyoron and actually amounts to a critique of pseudo-Zen. Appearing in 1916 and written by a mysterious provocateur, it set off a huge scandal among Zen monks. In the Rinzai school, koans and their answers had been transmitted secretly for generations, supposedly in a notebook written by Hakuin himself, the founder of the technique. A number of masters were furious at having these secrets published. They went to great lengths to confiscate and destroy all copies of it. But someone managed to keep one. It passed from hand to hand, and finally, in the 1960s, photocopies of it began to circulate with an English translation and commentary by the learned scholar Yoel Hoffmann.

“When I first visited that monastery in California, I realized that a number of monks were repeating phrases from it like parrots and imitating actions from it like monkeys. That is why I fled that place. Knowing the answer to a question is not the same as mastering it.”

Thus began a new phase of my life. Ejo proposed that we meet once a week at midnight—he chose this dark hour because it is symbolically the beginning of the new day’s conception. We engaged in conversations that literally began in the darkness and ended with the light of dawn. Every one of the koans was an immense challenge for me. I had to solve not only the riddles the masters offered but also the incomprehensible replies of their disciples. My reason was made to endure agony. I had to concentrate all my energy only to open a door in the wall of an absurd blind alley. To act or not to act? To follow reason or to follow intuition? Choose this one or that one? Trust others or myself?

Seeing how uncertain I was, Ejo quoted these words from Hakuin: “If you constantly explore a koan with total concentration, your self-image will be destroyed. An abyss will open beneath you, with no place to gain a foothold. You will confront death. You will feel a great fire burning in your chest. Then, suddenly, far away from body or mind, you and the koan will be one. You will go far and enter unmistakably into your own nature.” Ejo paused, and fanned himself for a while. Then, with a huge grin, he added: “Master 
Rinzai*8 said: ‘All the sacred scriptures are nothing but toilet paper.’ Words won’t solve a koan.”

Yet as a person who has spent much of his life reading, finding an indescribable joy in books, I protested: “Wait just a moment, Ejo. You say that you can’t solve koans with words, but I’m sure that there are words that can dissolve them. Just as cobra venom can serve as an antidote to the poison of a bite, I believe that the poetic mind is capable of providing a kind of cleaning service: One luminous, poetic phrase could nullify the question that has no possible answer.”

Ejo laughed. “If you believe that, then you must think you can do it. You confuse poetry with reality, but I accept the challenge. Now give me a poetic response to the koan in the book that comes after the ‘sound of one hand’ and ‘Mu’: ‘What was your original face before your birth?’”

I concentrated intently and was about to say: “The same as my face after my death,” but I felt this would be falling into the trap of accepting the concept of birth and death by asserting that there is some face or individual form that we possess beyond this reality. So instead I exclaimed: “I don’t know! I didn’t have a mirror then!”

Ejo laughed again. “Quite ingenious. It is true that you have nullified the question with this exclamation—but what is the use of that? You remain a prisoner of having or not having. You accept that there is an original self, but you do not see it. Despite the fact that you managed to escape the duality of seer–seen, your words are still based on what you believe rather than on what you experience. In the traditional response given in the book, the disciple stands up and wordlessly places his two hands upon his chest. What do you think of that?”

“It seems to me that with this gesture he is saying: ‘There is no before, no after; I am here and now, that’s all I know. The question you ask has no answer.’”

“You are not going deeply enough. The disciple is not saying anything. He has withdrawn into himself, free from his hopes and illusions; his intellect is silenced. He feels this ‘here’ reach out to the whole universe; this ‘now’ include the totality of time, becoming eternal; and this individual ‘me’ dissolve into the cosmos. He has ceased to define, to believe himself master of his body, to judge, or to identify himself with his concepts as if they were real. He no longer allows himself to be carried away by the whirl of emotions and desires, for he understands that reality is not what he thinks or expects.

“As a response, the disciple stands up. In this way, he shows that he has accepted his own emptiness so that meditation is no longer necessary. Meditation is not the end, but the means. It is a mistake to confuse zazen (meditation) and awakening.”

I stood up, placed my hands upon my chest, and bowed. Ejo smiled and went into the kitchen, returning with two cups of green tea.

Now smiling myself, I said: “Ejo, this is not a Mexican drink. Enough of this Japanese culture!”

He answered immediately: “I have coffee too!” And he hurried to the kitchen again, returning quickly with two cups of steaming coffee. As we drank it in the light of dawn, whose rosy hue was staining the dying blue of the night, Ejo lit a cigarette and inhaled the smoke with sensual delight. Noticing my disapproving air, he quoted a text from the Advaita Vedanta tradition, attributed to the poet Dattatraya: “Do not worry about the master’s defects. If you are wise, you will know how to make use of the good in him. When you cross a river, it may be in a boat painted in ugly colors, but you are thankful to it for helping you cross to the other side.”

For two or three days after that, I was in a state of euphoria. I walked the streets of the city and saw it all with new eyes. Everything seemed luminous to me. With every step I took, I rose up on my toes. I must confess, I felt I was enlightened. “Why do I need to keep seeing Ejo? When you resolve one koan, you resolve them all. Koans are not different truths; they are only different roads that lead us to the one and only light.” But then two humiliating events occurred in rapid succession and cut me down to size.

A young man named Julio Castillo came to see me. “Master, I want you to teach me about light,” he said.

My mind was flooded with an uncontrollable vanity, which I dissimulated by adopting a saintly expression. So this intelligent-looking youth was somehow able to perceive the degree of my spiritual attainment! I gave my best explanation of the nature of empty mind, detachment from desire and ego, and unity with the cosmos, the here and now. I read quotes to him from 
Hui-Neng*9 and showed him photos of monks in meditation. Then I sat down in the zazen position and invited him to do likewise—but Julio Castillo only stood with a pained and embarrassed expression.
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