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FOREWORD


THIS BOOK is a treasure. Shohaku Okumura has given us a work of great value for any student of Eihei Dōgen’s teachings, for Zen practitioners, or for anyone interested in learning about Zen. The writings and teachings of the thirteenth-century Japanese Sōtō lineage founder Eihei Dōgen have been highly influential not only in the introduction of Zen to the West, but for Western interest in all of Buddhism. And of all Dōgen’s profuse writings, none has likely been more frequently cited or more illuminating than this essay, Genjōkōan. Even though it was written originally as a letter to a lay practitioner, as is common for Dōgen’s writings it is also highly dense and profound, and its subtleties of meaning are far from obvious. An old Zen slogan denigrates dependence on words and letters, instead emphasizing direct pointing to mind and awareness. So it is ironic that Zen has produced extensive libraries of writings, often composed of commentaries on previous writings like this one. But the point of such writing, as Dōgen specifically delineates in some of his essays, is the encouragement and refining of practice, rather than propounding theoretical philosophical positions. Genjōkōan is such a text, clarifying and supporting the actual unfolding practice of awakening. This extended and engaging commentary by Shohaku Okumura further reveals and supports the practical application of Dōgen’s teaching,  making it a great service both to new students as well as to those long familiar with Genjōkōan.

For new students of Zen meditation, many passages herein will be very helpful for finding the inner rhythm of Zen meditation and practice generally. For example, in chapter 5, “Realization beyond Realization,” one finds varied useful accounts of how we create and are impacted by our mental maps of the world, the process of delusion that Dōgen clearly but subtly defines in Genjōkōan. Shohaku says, “Within this mental map there are things we think are good, useful, or valuable, such as flowers, and there are other things we think are bad, useless, or worthless, such as weeds. Usually we take it for granted that the fabricated picture of the world in our minds is the world itself.” Our attachment to flowers and dislike of weeds is one of Dōgen’s early images in Genjōkōan. The process of zazen helps us see through our usual graspings and rejections, and the resulting mischief in our lives. Shohaku provides practical elaboration. For example,
The practice of zazen can help us understand that our pictures of the world and our values are biased and incomplete, and this understanding allows us to be flexible. Being flexible means that we can listen to others’ opinions knowing that their biases are simply different from ours, according to the circumstances and conditions of their individual lives. When we practice in this way our view broadens and we become better at working in harmony with others. By continually studying the nature of reality, of the Dharma in its universal sense, and by awakening to our biases, we keep working to correct our distorted views. This is how letting go of thought in zazen informs practice in our daily lives.





Shohaku also clarifies the practical relevance of the study of the self and the dropping off of the body and mind of the self, which is described and encouraged by Dōgen in Genjōkōan. In clear language  Shohaku expresses his own letting go of self-identification in zazen as taking off the clothes of identity to reveal our naked being.


We wear the clothing of occupations such as doctor, lawyer, mechanic, priest, student, teacher. But when we sit facing the wall and let go of thought, including comparing ourselves with others, we take off all this clothing. In zazen I am not a Japanese Buddhist priest; I am neither Japanese nor American. In zazen we are neither rich nor poor, neither Buddhist nor Christian. The terms “Japanese,” “American,” “Buddhist,” “Christian,” “man,” and “woman” are only relevant when we compare ourselves with others. When I compare myself with Americans, I am Japanese, but before I knew of people who weren’t Japanese I didn’t know that I was Japanese. When we just sit facing the wall in zazen, we are neither deluded living beings nor enlightened buddhas; we are neither alive nor dead; we are just as we are. That’s it. In zazen we take off all of our clothing and become the naked self.



Shohaku also shows how primary Buddhist teachings are embedded in the first paragraph of the Genjōkōan text, demonstrating that Zen and Dōgen’s teaching are firmly rooted in the Buddha’s teaching and the developments of Mahayana Buddhist philosophy. Shohaku interprets the first sentence in terms of some of Shakyamuni Buddha’s basic teachings such as the four noble truths and the twelve links of causation. The second sentence, “... without [fixed] self, there is no delusion and no realization, no buddhas and no living beings, no birth and no death” is presented with extended commentaries on Madhyamika emptiness teaching, the Yogacara study of consciousness, as well as the Tathagata-garbha “Buddha-womb” branch of Mahayana thought. These are all expressed and compared in terms of the Heart Sutra, which is provided in Shohaku’s translation in an epilogue. The third sentence, “Since the Buddha Way by nature goes  beyond [the dichotomy of] abundance and deficiency, there is arising and perishing, delusion and realization, living beings and buddhas,” Shohaku presents as Dōgen’s own teaching, echoing Dōgen’s commentary on the Heart Sutra, “Maka Hannya Haramitsu,” also provided in Shohaku’s translation in the epilogue. While providing this introduction to Buddhist teachings generally, Shohaku’s discussions of Genjōkōan lead to comparisons with selections from many other writings of Dōgen, presented with Shohaku’s translations and illuminating commentaries.

 



This book will be informative to new students of Zen and Dōgen, but it will also be helpful for the many Western Zen people who have long studied Genjōkōan. Many quite useful translations of this essay are already available, as well as helpful commentaries, but this book goes beyond. I have been considering Genjōkōan for thirty-five years, and still I enjoyed many helpful revelations in this book.

One example is that the fourth Chinese character or kanji used by Dōgen for the word Genjōkōan, the “an” of “kōan,” differs slightly from the character more commonly used for the familiar term kōan, the encounter dialogue teaching stories, famous in Zen history and anthologized with extensive commentaries. Shohaku carefully analyzes the many fascinating implications of this different character used by Dōgen. These interpretations are supported by the important commentary of Dōgen’s close disciple Senne, and include the nuances from using the “hand” radical, with meanings related to healing, as well as the variant character’s meaning of caring for one’s uniqueness or particularity. Thus the term Genjōkōan has connotations including the manifesting of the interaction of unity and uniqueness.

Perhaps the most renowned statement in all of Dōgen’s writings is the Genjōkōan line, “To study the Buddha Way is to study the self.” This kanji for “study” can mean, “to become intimate with.” Shohaku further analyzes the meaning here in terms of this Chinese character’s combining “self” and “wings of a bird,” so that this study of the self advocated by Dōgen Shohaku likens to a baby bird learning to fly. The  ensuing discussion is informative and colorful, including Shohaku’s example for such study of using our interaction with a car as we drive. Shohaku’s explications of the overtones of the kanji for “study” are highly suggestive. As Dōgen follows the above line with, “To study the self is to forget the self,” we might view this “self with bird wings” as the self flying away, or perhaps the deeper self taking flight “to be verified by all things” and “let body and mind of the self and of others drop off,” as Dōgen then adds.

Another example of the helpfulness of Shohaku’s commentary includes his discussion of the Zen master who fans himself in the story near the conclusion of Genjōkōan, demonstrating how the wind of Dharma and its nature permeates everywhere. This teacher, Magu Baoche, is somewhat obscure in Zen history, but Shohaku provides three other relevant stories about him, including his encounters with the great master Linji ( Jap.: Rinzai). These stories and the examination of Baoche’s fanning himself lead to an informative discussion of the important teaching of Buddha nature, its complexities, and how it relates to Dōgen’s emphasis on the importance of diligent practice.

I am honored to write this foreword, and I am privileged to have worked with Shohaku Okumura on three previous books of translations of Dōgen. When I lived in Kyoto from 1990 through 1992 I frequently traveled to the Kyoto Sōtō Zen Center at the temple outside Kyoto where Shohaku lived with his family, and then in late 1992 at his residence nearby in Kyoto. We translated Dōgen’s important early writing Bendōwa with Uchiyama Roshi’s engaging commentary for the book The Wholehearted Way. At the same time we were translating the collection of Dōgen’s Chinese writings about monastic practice, Eihei Shingi, for the book Dōgen’s Pure Standards for the Zen Community. Later, when Shohaku was living in San Francisco and working at the Sōtō Zen Education Center at Sōkōji in Japantown we had the opportunity to work together again. From November 1999 to February 2003 we translated Dōgen’s massive work Eihei Kōroku, including most of what is known of the last decade of Dōgen’s teaching, for the book Dōgen’s Extensive Record.

Throughout the process of these translations I increasingly appreciated the consideration and thoroughness that Shohaku brought to the study and translation of Dōgen. Dōgen’s writing is famous for being challenging, poetic, full of classic allusions to Buddhist and Chinese terms, and suffused with extensive wordplay including puns and intentionally tangled syntax, all directed at bringing forth the inner meaning of Buddhist teachings. As we struggled together to clarify and express in English Dōgen’s meaning, Shohaku’s patience and loyalty to Dōgen was inspiring. When confronted by one of the many particularly difficult passages from Dōgen, we would often take several hours wrestling with its meanings. At such times I would suggest plausible interpretations, but Shohaku would not settle for something uncertain, assiduously pointing out how my suggestion was questionable or could not be possible. Surprisingly often in such cases, when we returned after several hours to consider Dōgen’s passage very literally, its meaning would suddenly become apparent (or at least clear enough that we could note possible alternatives in the footnotes). Shohaku’s inspirational care and faithfulness in conveying Dōgen’s meaning is also apparent in this translation and commentary on Genjōkōan.

 



This book, Realizing Genjōkōan, in many ways bears comparison with The Wholehearted Way. The latter is a translation of the very early Dōgen writing Bendōwa, which expresses the inner meaning of zazen and is radically subversive to our usual human conceptualization, as in Dōgen’s remarkable, “mind-blowing” claim that when one person performs upright sitting meditation, even for a short time, then “all space in the universe completely becomes enlightenment.” Genjōkōan was one of Dōgen’s very next writings, only two years after Bendōwa, and is similarly decisive in presenting his basic philosophy, as in his clear and helpful definition of the difference between delusion and enlightenment, “Conveying oneself toward all things to carry out practice-enlightenment is delusion. All things coming and carrying out practice-enlightenment through the self is realization.” Not surprisingly, Shohaku’s commentary on this difference is revealing.


The Wholehearted Way also contains a translation of the commentary on Bendōwa by Shohaku’s beloved teacher Kōshō Uchiyama Roshi. This commentary, given in 1978 and 1979, is down to earth, practical, lively, and very illuminating to the text and its practice. In Realizing Genjōkōan, Shohaku emulates his teacher by providing his own practical, insightful commentary to the Genjōkōan text, including many personal examples from Shohaku’s own life. Shohaku Okumura is a very quiet man, and one of the greatest models I have ever met of true, deep humility. So he would probably object to my saying that in this book I believe Shohaku Okumura has fulfilled the traditional recommendation for Zen disciples to surpass their teacher. At the very least, Shohaku certainly has provided a helpful practical commentary on Dōgen for this time in America, as Uchiyama Roshi did for his time in Japan.

 



Finally, I want to address directly one portion of Shohaku’s commentary that might be controversial for some American Zen people. In relation to the important Genjōkōan line, “To be verified by all things is to let the body and mind of the self and the body and mind of others drop off,” Shohaku discusses the phrase frequently cited by Dōgen, “dropping body and mind,” shinjin datsuraku in Japanese. For Dōgen this phrase, which he heard at least some version of from his Chinese teacher, Rujing, is a synonym for both zazen and for enlightenment itself. There is a popular story about Dōgen that goes back to a hagiographical, nonhistorical work about the whole Zen lineage leading to Dōgen written by his third generation successor Keizan. This story, which has become enshrined in Sōtō legend, claims that Dōgen had a dramatic awakening experience (Jap.: kenshō or satori) related to hearing the phrase about “dropping body and mind” from Rujing. Shohaku Okumura disputes that story, which Dōgen himself never mentioned. Shohaku cites several highly respected modern Japanese Sōtō scholars who agree, and he concurs with them that Dōgen never advocated or understood dropping body and mind as some sudden or special psychological experience or condition. Certainly dramatic  opening experiences can occur in practice, historically and still today, and may be helpful in shifting life perspectives. Some approaches to Zen have even emphasized such experiences as the goal of practice. But Dōgen is very clear that the awakening he speaks of is an ongoing vital process, and dramatic experiences are not the point of practice. Even in traditions that promote kenshō, it is not seen as the ultimate conclusion of practice. For example, the great eighteenth-century Rinzai master Hakuin had many dozens of such experiences. And modern Rinzai adepts have clarified that kenshō is not some experience to acquire, but a way of actively seeing into any or all of experience. For Dōgen, dropping off body and mind is zazen itself, and the “deep awareness of the fact that the existence of the self is not a personal possession.”

For all people interested in Zen, this book on Genjōkōan will be a valuable and illuminating resource. Please enjoy it.

 



Taigen Dan Leighton
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PREFACE


GENJŌKŌAN IS ONE of the best known chapters of Dōgen Zenji’s Shōbōgenzō. It is the best text to use in beginning a study of Dōgen’s teachings, and understanding it is essential to developing an understanding of zazen and our daily activities as bodhisattva practices.

Since philosophical and intellectual study alone can provide only a limited understanding of Zen, Dōgen wrote many instructions for daily activities, the core of Zen practice. He wrote Fukanzazengi (Universal Recommendations for Zazen) to give instructions for sitting zazen, and he wrote Fushukuhanpō (Dharma for Taking Meals) to instruct practitioners in eating formal meals in the meditation hall. Dōgen also gave instructions for working in a Zen kitchen in Tenzo-Kyōkun (Instructions for the Cook). These works contain concrete instructions for behavior in every aspect of our daily lives, and they show us the proper attitude to maintain toward our lives in general. Although these teachings were originally written for people practicing in Zen monasteries many years ago, Dōgen’s writings are still vividly relevant to the lives of modern practitioners in today’s society.

Genjōkōan is the first chapter of Shōbōgenzō, the work in which  Dōgen expressed the foundational philosophy supporting the many concrete instructions he gave to his students. Genjōkōan presents in a precise and concrete way Dōgen’s philosophy that we should approach everything we do as bodhisattva practice.

Although Genjōkōan is one of Dōgen’s most widely read writings, and is a foundational text, it is nonetheless very difficult to understand. Rather than simply explaining Buddhist teachings, Dōgen uses poetic and precise language to express an understanding born of his own profound insight and experience. In Japan the Shōbōgenzō is studied with the aid of commentaries written by Sōtō Zen masters, but often these are as difficult to understand as Dōgen’s original words. Ultimately, though we can greatly benefit from commentaries, we must also read Dōgen’s writings with the aid of our own experiences of zazen and daily life practice. This is how I have come to the understanding of Genjōkōan that I am offering to you now. So please do not take my words at face value; please study this text in the context of your own experience and practice. This is the way the Buddha Dharma has been transmitted for generations.

Before we begin exploring Dōgen, let me tell you about how I came to be writing this book, and how this book came to be.

 



I read Kōshō Uchiyama’s first book, Jiko (Self), in the fall of 1965, the year of the book’s initial publication. I was a seventeen-year-old high school student living in Ibaraki, a town located between Ōsaka and Kyōto. Soon I became very interested in his way of life and wanted to become his disciple, although at the time I did not completely understand why. As a result of my connection to Uchiyama Rōshi’s teachings, I wanted to learn about Dōgen Zenji, the founder of the Japanese Sōtō Zen tradition and source of inspiration for Uchiyama Rōshi’s way of life.

Although it was my treasure-house of knowledge and wisdom, the small library of the public school I attended contained very few books written by or about Dōgen, no doubt due in part to the fact specific religious education was prohibited in public classrooms at that time.  I was able to find Shōbōgenzō and Zuimonki in the Iwanami Bunko, a collection of classic books from Japan, China, and the West, but even Zuimonki, simpler of the two texts, was too difficult for a high school student to read because, of course, it was written in thirteenth-century classic Japanese with many Buddhist and Zen terms. Trying to read it was perhaps akin to an American high schooler trying to read Chaucer.

I found only one book written about Dōgen. It contained a brief biography and the author’s commentaries on Shōbōgenzō Bendōwa (Talk on Wholehearted Practice of the Way), Genjōkōan (Actualization of Reality), and Shōji (Life and Death). Because I had no knowledge whatsoever of Buddhism, even the commentaries in modern Japanese were difficult for me. I understood almost nothing I read in this book, but the beauty of Dōgen Zenji’s writing impressed me, especially in Genjōkōan. It seemed like a poem to me, and I copied the entire text in my notebook. The beginning of Genjōkōan, in which Dōgen Zenji discusses Buddha Dharma, the Buddha Way, realization and delusion, practice and enlightenment, and life and death, was incomprehensible to me. Yet, like many teenagers, I considered myself a poet (although I quit writing poems when I began practicing zazen), and I appreciated the poetic beauty of the second half of the text, especially Dōgen’s images of a bird flying in the sky and a fish swimming in the ocean.

One of the few sentences I did understand that affected me deeply read: “Therefore, if there are fish that would swim or birds that would fly only after investigating the entire ocean or sky, they would find neither path nor place.” As I write in chapter 11 of this book, I was exactly like that fish who wants to understand the ocean before swimming, or a bird who needs a reason to fly before flying. This was the only part of Genjōkōan that I understood, but it taught me first of all I needed to begin doing something in my life. So in 1968 I went to Komazawa University to study the teachings of the Buddha and of Dōgen Zenji. There I met some people who were practicing zazen sincerely, and I began sitting with them. Later, in January 1969, I went  to Antaiji in Kyōto to participate in a five-day sesshin, the intensive meditation retreat in the Zen tradition.

Less than two years later, on December 8, 1970, I received tokudo —novice ordination as a Zen monk—at the age of twenty-two. At that time, I formally became Uchiyama Rōshi’s disciple. The next day my teacher said to me, “Before the ceremony yesterday your father asked me to take care of his son. However, I cannot take care of you. If you want to be my disciple, you must walk with your own feet in the direction I am walking.” That was the first personal instruction I received on how to swim in the ocean of Buddha Dharma.

I was still a university student at that time, and I wanted to quit school so I could practice at Antaiji, but Rōshi encouraged me to complete my education. So I went back to Komazawa University for another year, graduating in the spring of 1972, and began my practice at Antaiji soon after. I stayed there until Uchiyama Rōshi retired in 1975. In February of that year, shortly before his retirement, I received Dharma transmission from him. After I spent six months training at Zuiōji monastery as a requirement to be affirmed as a teacher in the Sōtō Zen tradition, I went to Massachusetts to practice at Pioneer Valley Zendō. I lived there for five years, wholeheartedly and thoroughly practicing zazen in Uchiyama Rōshi’s style of shikantaza, just sitting. I was extremely fortunate that in my twenties I could sustain that rigorous practice.

In my early thirties I developed physical problems due to the hard work I performed at Valley Zendō, and I had to return to Japan in 1981. In Kyōto my teacher encouraged me to translate Dōgen Zenji’s teachings into English. He hoped that I would create a place to practice zazen, continue translating, and study the teachings I translated with people from other countries. I listened repeatedly to Uchiyama Rōshi’s recorded teishōs—his formal Zen talks—and I occasionally visited him at his residence in Uji, near Kyōto. From 1984 to 1992 I practiced at the Kyōto Sōtō Zen Center with the support of Rev. Yūho Hosokawa of Sōsenji. During that time I held a monthly five-day sesshin and with the help of Western practitioners produced five  books of translations. It was then, during my thirties, that I discovered my full life’s work. Thus I resolved to continue my teacher’s lifelong vow of transmitting zazen practice to the next generation and producing Dharma teaching texts understandable to modern readers. Having married at age thirty-five, I now swam the Dharma ocean primarily with Westerners and my family.

In my forties I began to practice in America as a teacher. In 1993 I moved to Minneapolis to teach at the Minnesota Zen Meditation Center, whose founder, Dainin Katagiri Rōshi, had passed away in 1990. I taught as the interim head teacher there until 1996, and I remained a part-time teacher there for another year. As part of the study program at MZMC, I had the good fortune to hold a Genjōkōan study group with several of Katagiri Rōshi’s senior students, including Steve Hagen, Jōen Snyder O’Neal, Michael O’Neal, Norm Randolph, Zuiko Redding, and Karen Sunna. Sten Barnekow from Sweden also participated during his stay in Minneapolis. The English translation of Genjōkōan used in this book is a result of our practice in that study group.

When I completed my term as head teacher of MZMC in 1996, I formed Sanshin Zen Community with the help of practitioners from across the United States and around the world, and, full of hope, we began to search for a suitable location for a new practice center. The search was postponed, however, when in the summer of 1997 I moved to California and took a job as director of the Sōtō Zen Education Center (currently known as the Sōtō Zen Buddhism International Center) that had been newly formed by the Japanese Sōtō school. The Sōtō Zen Education Center was located at Zenshuji in Los Angeles, where for about a year I gave monthly lectures on Genjōkōan. The center moved to San Francisco in 1999, and as part of my responsibility as its director, I traveled to various Zen centers across the United States, sitting zazen and sharing Dōgen Zenji’s teachings with many practitioners. I was then in my fifties, and the range of my Dharma swimming had grown very wide, extending from California to New England and from Alaska to Florida.

In 2003 I moved to Bloomington, Indiana, to establish Sanshinji, Sanshin Zen Community’s practice center, and I am now working as part-time director with the Sōtō Zen Buddhism International Center. Since establishing Sanshinji, more than ten people have become my disciples, and many lay practitioners have been joining me in the practice that I learned from Uchiyama Rōshi. I am grateful to all the people practicing shikantaza with me who support this simple and yet infinitely deep way of life based on the teachings of Dōgen Zenji. Without all those practitioners, I could not continue swimming the Dharma ocean.

This is my sixtieth year of life, and over forty years have passed since I first felt the desire to become Uchiyama Rōshi’s disciple after reading his book Jiko. For most of my life I have been swimming this one particular way of zazen practice in the boundless, great ocean of Buddha Dharma, where the route of any bird or fish is traceless. Although I am a slow swimmer, I feel fortunate that I have been able to continuously swim the great ocean, and I am extremely grateful for my teacher, Dharma brothers, and friends who have supported my practice. Numberless others have helped me sustain this narrow yet boundless way as well. The generosity of thousands of people in Japan, for example, who made donations in response to my practice of takuhatsu, a monk’s begging rounds, enabled me to continue to sit zazen and do translation work. Those people supported me without knowing who I was or what I was doing in my life, and without them, I could not have continued to practice.

 



The lectures that were to become the heart of this book were recorded at the Sōtō Zen Education Center and kindly transcribed by Rev. Chiko Corona. Rev. Corona was at that time a disciple of Kenkō Yamashita Rōshi, who served as the abbot of Zenshuji and the Bishop of North America for many decades. (And after her teacher’s death, she became my disciple.) I also wrote a series of articles on Genjōkōan for the center’s newsletter, Dharma Eye. Rev. Chiko Corona, Rev. Koshin Steve Kelly, and Rev. Daigaku Rummé then edited my very  Japanese English into real English. This process continued for several years.

Then, another disciple of mine, Rev. Shoryu Bradley, worked several years on revising the series of articles into a single book. Molly Whitehead kindly offered her time in reviewing the entire manuscript and offered many valuable suggestions for improving its readability. Rev. Jisho Warner of Stone Creek Zen Center also reviewed it and offered many valuable suggestions. I am grateful to Josh Bartok of Wisdom Publications for his kind advice, support, and encouragement, and to Sōtōshū Shūmuchō and the Sōtō Zen Buddhism International Center for granting me permission to publish this material with an American publisher.

A special thanks goes to Mr. Eiji Imao who kindly gave me permission to use his painting of iwana (char) swimming in infinite space and time. Since my first viewing of his paintings of swimming fish, they have been inscribed in my mind as images from Dōgen’s Genjōkōan. I believe the beautiful painting used for this book conveys Dōgen’s deep message as well as any words I have written.

Without the generous support, advice, and work of these many people, all of it rooted in the love of Dharma and practice as taught by Dōgen Zenji, this book could not have evolved into its current form, truly a manifestation of the reality of interdependent origination as expressed by many practitioners from the East and the West.

Finally, I would like to express my appreciation to my wife, Yuko, for her continuous support for me and our children over the last twenty-five years. My daughter, Yoko, is now twenty-one years old and my son, Masaki, is seventeen, the age I was when I first read Uchiyama Rōshi’s book. I hope they both will find their own unique ways of swimming this boundless ocean.

 



—Shohaku Okumura






THE TEXT

GENJŌKŌAN

 



 



 



 



(1) When all dharmas are the Buddha Dharma, there is delusion and realization, practice, life and death, buddhas and living beings.

 



(2) When the ten thousand dharmas are without [fixed] self, there is no delusion and no realization, no buddhas and no living beings, no birth and no death.

 



(3) Since the Buddha Way by nature goes beyond [the dichotomy of] abundance and deficiency, there is arising and perishing, delusion and realization, living beings and buddhas.

 



(4) Therefore flowers fall even though we love them; weeds grow even though we dislike them. Conveying oneself toward all things to carry out practice-enlightenment is delusion. All things coming and carrying out practice-enlightenment through the self is realization. Those who greatly realize delusion are buddhas. Those who are greatly deluded in realization are living beings. Furthermore, there are those who attain realization beyond realization and those who are deluded within delusion.

 



(5) When buddhas are truly buddhas they don’t need to perceive they are buddhas; however, they are enlightened buddhas and they continue actualizing buddha. In seeing color and hearing sound with body and mind, although we perceive them intimately, [the perception] is not like reflections in a mirror or the moon in water. When one side is illuminated, the other is dark.

 



(6) To study the Buddha Way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be verified by all things. To be verified by all things is to let the body and mind of the self and the body and mind of others drop off. There is a trace of realization that cannot be grasped. We endlessly express this ungraspable trace of realization.

 



(7) When one first seeks the Dharma, one strays far from the boundary of the Dharma. When the Dharma is correctly transmitted to the self, one is immediately an original person.

If one riding in a boat watches the coast, one mistakenly perceives the coast as moving. If one watches the boat [in relation to the surface of the water], then one notices that the boat is moving. Similarly, when we perceive the body and mind in a confused way and grasp all things with a discriminating mind, we mistakenly think that the self-nature of the mind is permanent. When we intimately practice and return right here, it is clear that all things have no [fixed] self.

 



(8) Firewood becomes ash. Ash cannot become firewood again. However, we should not view ash as after and firewood as before. We should know that firewood dwells in the dharma position of firewood and has its own before and after. Although before and after exist, past and future are cut off. Ash stays in the position of ash, with its own before and after. As firewood never becomes firewood again after it has burned to ash, there is no return to living after a person dies. However, in Buddha Dharma it is an unchanged tradition not to say that life becomes death. Therefore we call it no-arising. It is  the established way of buddhas’ turning the Dharma wheel not to say that death becomes life. Therefore, we call it no-perishing. Life is a position in time; death is also a position in time. This is like winter and spring. We don’t think that winter becomes spring, and we don’t say that spring becomes summer.

 



(9) When a person attains realization, it is like the moon’s reflection in water. The moon never becomes wet; the water is never disturbed. Although the moon is a vast and great light, it is reflected in a drop of water. The whole moon and even the whole sky are reflected in a drop of dew on a blade of grass. Realization does not destroy the person, as the moon does not make a hole in the water. The person does not obstruct realization, as a drop of dew does not obstruct the moon in the sky. The depth is the same as the height. [To investigate the significance of] the length and brevity of time, we should consider whether the water is great or small, and understand the size of the moon in the sky.

 



(10) When the Dharma has not yet fully penetrated body and mind, one thinks one is already filled with it. When the Dharma fills body and mind, one thinks something is [still] lacking. For example, when we sail a boat into the ocean beyond sight of land and our eyes scan [the horizon in] the four directions, it simply looks like a circle. No other shape appears. This great ocean, however, is neither round nor square. It has inexhaustible characteristics. [To a fish] it looks like a palace; [to a heavenly being] a jeweled necklace. [To us] as far as our eyes can see, it looks like a circle. All the myriad things are like this. Within the dusty world and beyond, there are innumerable aspects and characteristics; we only see or grasp as far as the power of our eye of study and practice can see. When we listen to the reality of myriad things, we must know that there are inexhaustible characteristics in both ocean and mountains, and there are many other worlds in the four directions. This is true not only in the external world, but also right under our feet or within a single drop of water.

 



(11) When a fish swims, no matter how far it swims, it doesn’t reach the end of the water. When a bird flies, no matter how high it flies, it cannot reach the end of the sky. When the bird’s need or the fish’s need is great, the range is large. When the need is small, the range is small. In this way, each fish and each bird uses the whole of space and vigorously acts in every place. However, if a bird departs from the sky, or a fish leaves the water, it immediately dies. We should know that [for a fish] water is life, [for a bird] sky is life. A bird is life; a fish is life. Life is a bird; life is a fish. And we should go beyond this. There is practice-enlightenment—this is the way of living beings.

 



(12) Therefore, if there are fish that would swim or birds that would fly only after investigating the entire ocean or sky, they would find neither path nor place. When we make this very place our own, our practice becomes the actualization of reality (genjōkōan). When we make this path our own, our activity naturally becomes actualized reality (genjōkōan). This path, this place, is neither big nor small, neither self nor others. It has not existed before this moment nor has it come into existence now. Therefore [the reality of all things] is thus. In the same way, when a person engages in practice-enlightenment in the Buddha Way, as the person realizes one dharma, the person permeates that dharma; as the person encounters one practice, the person [fully] practices that practice. [For this] there is a place and a path. The boundary of the known is not clear; this is because the known [which appears limited] is born and practiced simultaneously with the complete penetration of the Buddha Dharma. We should not think that what we have attained is conceived by ourselves and known by our discriminating mind. Although complete enlightenment is immediately actualized, its intimacy is such that it does not necessarily form as a view. [In fact] viewing is not something fixed.

 



(13) Zen Master Baoche of Mt. Magu was waving a fan. A monk approached him and asked, “The nature of wind is ever present and permeates everywhere. Why are you waving a fan?”

The master said, “You know only that the wind’s nature is ever present—you don’t know that it permeates everywhere.”

The monk said, “How does wind permeate everywhere?”

The master just continued waving the fan.

The monk bowed deeply.

The genuine experience of Buddha Dharma and the vital path that has been correctly transmitted are like this. To say we should not wave a fan because the nature of wind is ever present, and that we should feel the wind even when we don’t wave a fan, is to know neither ever-presence nor the wind’s nature. Since the wind’s nature is ever present, the wind of the Buddha’s family enables us to realize the gold of the great Earth and to transform the [water of] the long river into cream.

 



The First Chapter of 
Shōbōgenzō (The True Dharma Eye Treasury) 
Genjōkōan (Actualization of Reality)


 


This was written in mid-autumn in the first year of Tenpuku era [1233] and given to my lay disciple, Yō Kōshū, who lived in Chinzei (Kyūshū).


 


Compiled in the fourth year of Kenchō [1252]


 


—Translated by Shohaku Okumura
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 DŌGEN ZENJI’S LIFE AND THE IMPORTANCE OF GENJŌKŌAN


DŌGEN ZENJI was born in the year 1200 in Kyōto, which was then the capital city of Japan. He was born into a high-society family, and some believe his father was the emperor’s secretary and Dōgen was the grandson of the prime minister. Dōgen’s father is believed to have died when Dōgen was two years old, and his mother is believed to have died when he was eight. It is said that it was his mother’s death that prompted Dōgen, of his own accord, to resolve to become a Buddhist monk. At thirteen Dōgen was ordained at Enryakuji monastery on Mt. Hiei, near Kyōto, in the Tendai tradition, one of the two major Buddhist schools at that time. Yet Dōgen became unhappy with the practice at Mt. Hiei and left there when he was seventeen. Dōgen left the monastery, at least in part, because he was unable to find anyone there who could give him a satisfactory answer to a very important question that arose in his practice.

According to his biography, Dōgen’s question related to the primary Mahayana teaching of Buddha nature, an especially important teaching in the Tendai school of his time. The hongaku-hōmon (dharma gate of original enlightenment) teaching of the Tendai school states that all living and nonliving beings are already enlightened buddhas, since they all have Buddha nature. But Dōgen questioned why it was  necessary for all buddhas to arouse the way-seeking mind and practice if they were already enlightened buddhas. In the Buddhist traditions of India, China, and other countries practice was always very difficult. But why did even the ancient masters, who possessed great capability, have to practice so hard to attain enlightenment if they were inherently enlightened? Why do any of us have to study and endure such difficult practice if we are already buddhas?

This was the great question that Dōgen asked as a teenager and kept asking until he found its answer years later.

Dōgen visited many Buddhist teachers, but none gave him a satisfactory answer. According to the traditional account, however, one of the teachers he visited, Venerable Kōin, told Dōgen that he would find the answers to this deep question only through practicing in the Zen tradition. Kōin also encouraged Dōgen to visit China, which was then considered to be the home of authentic Zen practice. Following Kōin’s recommendation, at age seventeen Dōgen left the Tendai monastery at Mt. Hiei and joined the community of monks at Kenninji, founded in 1202 as the first Zen monastery in Japan. The founder of Kenninji, Master Eisai (1141-1215), was the first Japanese Buddhist priest to transmit Rinzai Zen teachings from China to Japan. Dōgen began practicing at Kenninji after Eisai had already died, but he studied there with Eisai’s direct disciple, Myōzen (1184-1225), for seven years until Dōgen reached the age of twenty-three.

In Dōgen’s time Zen was new to Japan, and since Dōgen and Myōzen wanted to study authentic, traditional Chinese Zen, together they traveled to China in 1223. Dōgen studied there for five years until he was twenty-seven, but unfortunately Myōzen, Dōgen’s first Zen teacher, died before he could return to Japan.

Upon his arrival in China, Dōgen practiced at Tiantong Monastery under the guidance of its abbot, Wuji Liaopai (Jap.: Musai Ryōha, 1149-1224), a Rinzai Zen master. When Liaopai passed away the next year, Dōgen left Tiantong to visit a number of other monasteries. During this time Dōgen met several Zen masters who were all,  as far as we know, members of the Rinzai tradition that was so popular in Chinese Zen communities of the day. It is therefore evident that Dōgen spent the first ten years of his association with Zen practicing in the Rinzai tradition. Yet Dōgen felt that none of the masters he met during this period was his true teacher. Just as Dōgen was planning to give up his search and return to Japan in disappointment, he heard that a great master had been appointed abbot of Tiantong Monastery. In the summer of 1225 Dōgen returned to that monastery, where he met Tiantong Rujing (Jap.: Tendō Nyojō, 1163-1228), knowing from their first meeting that he had found the true teacher he had spent so many years searching for. It was in the same month of this auspicious meeting that Dōgen’s first Zen teacher, Myōzen, passed away at Tiantong Monastery. Dōgen continued to practice with Rujing for two years, returning to Japan in 1227 after receiving Dharma transmission from him in the Sōtō lineage.

Dōgen again practiced at Kenninji after returning to Japan. Yet he left the monastery in 1230, because he found that its Rinzai style did not allow him to practice and teach in his own way, and he also felt that the practitioners at Kenninji had lost the genuine spirit of Zen practice established there by Eisai. After leaving Kenninji Dōgen lived and practiced alone for several years at a small hermitage in Fukakusa, a village then on the outskirts of Kyōto.

In keeping with his vow to help all people learn to practice zazen, Dōgen wrote Fukanzazengi in 1227, immediately after his return from China. Fukanzazengi is an essay presenting the essential meaning of zazen and practical instructions for sitting. Three years later while living in his hermitage, the thirty-one-year-old Dōgen wrote Bendōwa (Talk on the Wholehearted Practice of the Way), a presentation of eighteen questions and answers discussing the practice of zazen within the context of Buddhist teachings.

The year 1233 was a very important and productive year for Dōgen. People gradually began to come to practice with him, and finally in 1233 he founded his own monastery, Kōshōji. In 1233 he also rewrote  Fukanzazengi, and that original manuscript is still stored at Eiheiji as a national treasure. During Kōshōji’s first ango, or summer practice period, Dōgen composed Maka Hannya Haramitsu (Skt.: Maha Prajna Paramita), a short commentary on the Heart Sutra (Skt.: Maha Prajna Paramita Hridaya Sutra). It was later in the fall of 1233 that Dōgen wrote Genjōkōan for a lay practitioner.

I believe it was through these two short writings, Maka Hannya Haramitsu and Genjōkōan, that Dōgen expressed his basic understanding of Buddhist teachings. For him the practice of zazen is the practice of Maha Prajna Paramita (Great Perfect Wisdom), a philosophy he expressed poetically in Genjōkōan. I am not certain if my English translation communicates its poetic tone, but the original Japanese version is beautiful.

Dōgen Zenji practiced at Kōshōji for ten years until moving his assembly to Echizen, where he founded Daibutsuji (later renamed Eiheiji) in 1243. He worked another ten years to establish his own monastery in the remote mountains of Echizen, and he composed many writings until the end of his life in 1253. The postscript to Genjōkōan says that the text was compiled in 1252, the fourth year of the Kenchō Era and the year before Dōgen’s death. Scholars differ in their opinions concerning the meaning of this word “compile” (Jap.: shūroku). Some think that it refers to Dōgen’s placing of Genjōkōan as the first chapter of his Shōbōgenzō. In any case, it is likely that in 1252 Dōgen rewrote Genjōkōan, originally composed when he was young, before introducing it as the first chapter of Shōbōgenzō.

Several versions of Shōbōgenzō exist, numbering between twelve and ninety-five chapters. Traditionally, a seventy-five-chapter version is considered to be Dōgen Zenji’s original collection, and some scholars think that he later wrote the contents of the twelve-chapter version as an addition to that compilation. In the Tokugawa era (1603-1868) Sōtō scholars found several more chapters and published them along with already known chapters to make a ninety-five-chapter version. Today, one group of scholars believes that Dōgen was unsatisfied  with his seventy-five-chapter version of Shōbōgenzō and planned to rewrite the text as a hundred-chapter collection. These scholars consider the twelve-chapter version to be the only portion of this revision that Dōgen was able to complete before his death.
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THE MEANING OF “GENJŌKŌAN”


THE EXPRESSION genjōkōan is used many times in Shōbōgenzō, especially in the seventy-five-chapter version. The compound appears twenty-five times in various chapters, and the Japanese word genjō by itself is used more than three hundred times in sixty-three chapters. Understanding the meaning of genjō, as well as the meaning of kōan, is crucial to the study of Dōgen Zenji’s teachings in Shōbōgenzō.

In Chinese characters, or rather in the Japanese system of characters known as kanji, genjōkōan is written as 現成公案. Gen (現) means “to appear,” “to show up,” or “to be in the present moment.” It can also be a noun for something unseen that now can be seen. Shutsugen (出現), for example, can refer to the appearance of the moon from behind the clouds or to a person appearing from within a house (shutsu: “to come out”; gen: “to appear”). Also, genzai (現在) in Japanese means “present moment” and gendai (現代) means “modern times.” So gen can be a kind of manifestation or actualization of something potential into something actual. Jo (成), in Japanese, means “to become,” “to complete,” or “to accomplish.” As a verb the compound term genjō means “to manifest,” “to actualize,” or “to appear and become.” As a noun it refers to reality as it is actually  happening in the present moment. The meaning of the word kōan, however, is more difficult to explain.

There are two different sets of kanji that are read kōan in Japanese, 公案 and 公按. As I will discuss later, it is debatable whether or not a distinction can be made between these two, but in any case, kōan is a very famous word in Zen. It is especially significant in the Rinzai Zen tradition of kōan practice. In this practice students work with ancient stories or sayings of Chinese masters that are considered to be expressions of truth, Zen teachings, or reality. The word kōan has been used in this way since the Sung dynasty in China (eleventh to thirteenth c.) when Zen masters began to give kōans to their students as practice questions to work with. Japanese Rinzai masters, especially Hakuin Zenji (1685-1768), developed a system of kōan practice that was later introduced to Westerners by D. T. Suzuki (1870-1966). In this usage of the word, kōan carries the connotation of both a truth and a question. The kanji for this common usage of kōan is 公案.


Kōan is also commonly understood as referring to a public document placed on the desk of a government office, and in ancient China it referred to a law issued by the emperor. Such a law was unchangeable and unquestionable, applying to all the nation’s subjects. Chinese emperors had absolute authority, and subjects were required to adhere to all the emperor’s edicts in all circumstances. In the Zen tradition, people thought that kōan stories and sayings, like those government documents, expressed something unchangeable; Zen kōans are thus taken to be an expression of unchangeable truth or reality.

The kō (公) of the word kōan means “to be public.” “To be public” in this context means “to equalize inequality,” and this equalizing is a reference to the duties of government officials in ancient China. When dealing with disputes between citizens, these officials had to think of the people involved as equals, and they had to try to find fair and unbiased solutions to people’s problems. To make something public therefore meant to make something equal. So kō in this broader sense means to equalize the unfair or unequal situations among beings that arise in this world of disorder and discrimination.

As mentioned above, there are two ways of writing kōan with Chinese characters, and the character for an (案 or 按) is what differs in the two spellings. In Dōgen Zenji’s original text of Shōbōgenzō, he used the less common kanji (公按) for the word kōan rather than the commonly used characters—which is to say he used 按 for an rather than the kanji 案 for an as it is used in “kōan (公案) practice.” This less commonly used character (按) is also pronounced an, and if you look carefully you may be able to see that part of the kanji is the same in both characters (安). Yet the more common character for an (案) contains a part that means wood or tree (木), though its original meaning was desk. So here an referred to a place to think, read, and write, and this an could also be used as a word for a paper or document placed on a desk. In the other an (按) that Dōgen used in the word kōan, part of the kanji (手) means hand, with the literal meaning of the character being “to press” or “to push with a hand or a finger.” For example, massage in Japanese is an-ma (按摩). So the an of this word literally means “to push,” “to press,” or “to massage for healing.” In a broader sense, the meaning of an is “to investigate in order to fix something that is out of order,” in the way a massage is given to heal the body or put it back in order.

Now let us turn to the subject of why Dōgen used the alternative kanji for kōan. In Shōbōgenzō, Dōgen Zenji used 按 for the an in kōan, but in Japanese we may interpret the two different kanji for kōan, 公案 and 公按, as the same word. Even Zen dictionaries such as Zengaku-dai-jiten make no distinction between the two versions, and so it is debatable whether or not Dōgen meant to make a distinction between them. However, in the beginning of the commentary by Senne (about whom, more below) on Genjōkōan, the oldest of its kind, Senne and his disciple Kyōgō defined the word kōan based on the kanji 按, saying, “Kō (公) means to be public, to equalize inequality. An (按) means to keep one’s lot.”

Senne’s definition of the word kōan is important, since he lived and practiced with Dōgen for many years and was his direct disciple. Senne once served as Dōgen’s jisha (personal attendant), and he  compiled volumes 1, 9, and 10 of Eihei Kōroku (Dōgen’s Extensive Record), the collection of Dōgen’s formal Dharma discourses. Senne founded Yōkōji temple in Kyōto after Dōgen Zenji’s death, and with his own disciple Kyōgō he wrote the first commentary on the seventy-five-chapter version of Shōbōgenzō. Senne’s and Kyōgō’s commentary is commonly called Okikigakishō, or simply Goshō. Goshō has been considered the most authoritative commentary on the seventy-five-chapter version of Shōbōgenzō since the Tokugawa period (seventeenth c.). We may therefore conclude that Senne’s definition of kōan is likely the one Dōgen himself intended.

Senne’s definition of an, “keeping one’s lot,” had a very significant meaning for people in Dōgen’s time. Each person in Japanese society had different responsibilities depending on his or her occupation. The emperor, ministers, upper-class officers, lower-class officers, merchants, farmers, teachers, and all others had a certain place in society. “Keeping one’s lot” meant recognizing one’s place in society and performing one’s duties and responsibilities within that place, but it also refers to the individuality of people. It means recognizing that we all have our own particular personality traits and capabilities that make us unique; we can’t trade places with anyone else in this life. In this sense “to keep one’s lot” also means “to be private.”

When we read the word kōan in this way, we see that it refers both to the equality of all things (kō) and to the uniqueness or particularity of each and every being (an); kō and an are in opposition to one another. In Goshō we read, “Kōan refers to Shōbōgenzō itself.” The word “Shōbōgenzō” means “True-Dharma-eye-treasury,” the treasury that in the Zen tradition is said to have been transmitted from the Buddha to the ancestors of every generation. In other words, we can simply say that Shōbōgenzō is a name for the true reality of all beings. So according to Goshō, the word kōan expresses the reality of our own lives; we are the intersection of equality (universality, unity, oneness of all beings) and inequality (difference, uniqueness, particularity, individuality). Reality, or emptiness, includes both unity and difference.

I often use the example of a hand in speaking about emptiness; we can call it a hand or we can call it a collection of five fingers. As a collection of five fingers, each finger is independent and has a different shape and function. We cannot exchange the little finger with the thumb because each has its own function, shape, and unique way of being. A thumb cannot do precisely what a little finger does and a little finger cannot do what a thumb does. Each finger is truly independent. And yet, from another perspective as one hand, all five fingers function together, and there is no separation between them. When we see the fingers in this united way, there is really just one hand.

Each one of us can be viewed in the same way. We are both universal and individual, and this universality and individuality are not two separate aspects of our being; each of them is absolute. One hand is 100 percent one hand. Five fingers are 100 percent five fingers. This whole universe is one universe; there is no separation within it. And yet, this universe is a collection of unique individual beings. These beings cannot be the same because each has its own particular time, position, and causal history. We cannot alter this reality because each and every thing is completely independent. And yet this whole world, this whole universe, and all of time from beginningless beginning to endless end, are one. We cannot separate ourselves or anything else from this unity; we really all exist in only one time and one space.

So we may view reality as a collection of independent things or we may view it as one vast seamless whole. The fact of these two ways of viewing reality is important in Buddhist philosophy. In Mahayana Buddhist philosophy these two aspects of the reality of life are called the Two Truths: absolute truth and relative or conventional truth.

For example, in the Heart Sutra emptiness is considered to be absolute truth in which there is no separation between the things of this world. For living beings, there are no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no hand, no nothing because this reality is just functioning without any fixed entity; it is empty. And as living beings we are interconnected completely, living with all other beings; we are all one whole, all living the same life. In this way the whole  universe is just one thing, as five fingers are just one hand. Yet, eyes are eyes, a nose is a nose, a tongue is a tongue, and this person, Shohaku Okumura, is Shohaku Okumura. I’m not you and you are not me; when you eat food my stomach is not filled, and so on. In Zen these two realities are called sabetsu (distinction, inequality) and byōdō (equality). Viewed from one side everything is different, and viewed from another side everything is the same. To see one reality from both sides is the basic viewpoint of Mahayana Buddhism, including Zen. This is expressed, for example, in the Heart Sutra as “form is emptiness and emptiness is form.” As form, everything is different, and yet these forms are empty. “Empty” means there is no difference, and yet this emptiness is form. In this way we see one reality as an intersecting or merging of oneness and uniqueness.

In the famous piece called Sandōkai (Merging of Difference and Unity), a traditional Zen poem composed by Zen master Shitou Xiqian (Jap.: Sekitō Kisen; 700-790), the author refers to these two sides of reality as difference and unity. In that poem, the true nature of reality is described as the merging of these two sides, with darkness representing unity and light representing discrimination. Light represents discrimination because when it is bright outside we can see that things have different forms, colors, names, and functions. But when it’s completely dark, even though things still exist, we cannot distinguish between them, just as we cannot distinguish between beings when we see them from the viewpoint of unity. So light and darkness are two aspects of one reality, as difference and unity are two aspects of one reality. This view of reality is basic to Buddhism and Zen, and understanding it is essential to a study of Zen literature or Buddhist philosophy.

Dōgen, however, said that to see one reality from two sides is not enough; he said we should also express these two sides in one action. In the Heart Sutra, for example, these two sides of reality are expressed as “form is emptiness and emptiness is form.” But in Shōbōgenzō Maka Hannya Haramitsu, Dōgen writes, “Form is form. Emptiness is emptiness.” In other words, when we say “form is emptiness and  emptiness is form” there is still a separation of form and emptiness because of the dualistic nature of language. If form really is emptiness and emptiness really is form, we can only say “form is form and emptiness is emptiness.” This is so because when we say “form,” emptiness is already there, and when we say “emptiness,” form is already there. If we understand this basic point, we can understand the first three sentences of Genjōkōan (which we will explore in more depth in the next chapter):
(1) When all dharmas are the Buddha Dharma, there is delusion and realization, practice, life and death, buddhas and living beings.

(2) When the ten thousand dharmas are without [fixed] self, there is no delusion and no realization, no buddhas and no living beings, no birth and no death.

(3) Since the Buddha Way by nature goes beyond [the dichotomy of] abundance and deficiency, there is arising and perishing, delusion and realization, living beings and buddhas.
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