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ZEN AND THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS


ILLUMINATES SACRED AND MYSTERIOUS WISDOM FROM TWO TRADITIONS, REVEALING HOW THESE PROFOUND TEACHINGS APPLY TO OUR EVERYDAY LIVES AND SPIRITUAL PRACTICE.





Imagine that the Buddha asked Jesus to write a text for a Zen audience that would explain his take on the mysteries of his Kingdom. Imagine also that Jesus chose to present it in a set of short, koan-like sayings similar to the classic koan collections of the Zen tradition. This is, in essence, the gnostic Gospel of Thomas. A Zen reading of Thomas allows us to access the living Jesus through Buddhist eyes so we can add to and refine our own practice with his wisdom. Similarly, Thomas can be a gateway for Christians to make use of Zen.


Like koans, the sayings in the Gospel of Thomas ask each of us to discover the same secrets of mystery that Jesus himself discovered— and to live in that knowledge from a place of true intimacy.
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PREFACE


The late Marcus Borg — New Testament scholar, theologian, and author — once made the observation that if Jesus and the Buddha were to meet they would recognize each other. I think the Gospel of Thomas is proof of that.


Imagine that the Buddha asked Jesus to write a text for a Zen audience that would explain his take on the mysteries of his Kingdom. Imagine also that Jesus chose to present it in a set of short koanlike sayings similar to the classic koan collections of the Zen tradition. In a way, this is how I read the Gospel of Thomas.


In Thomas I immediately recognize a kindred spirit. I am drawn to savor each saying as I would a koan in my own tradition — sitting with it, letting it sink into the marrow of my bones until a personal and individual understanding arises. The more I read Thomas, the more I feel it resonates deeply with my own koan practice, and the more delighted I am by the two traditions’ synchronicity.


Thomas is an unusual text. It is readily apparent to anyone who reads it that it has an Eastern feel, that its Jesus is manifesting as the wisdom teacher, the one who has not come to tell us what wisdom is but to inspire us to develop it in ourselves. Like Buddha, this Jesus wishes us to realize, individually and personally, the truth of the eternal. A Zen reading of the Gospel of Thomas allows us to access the living Jesus through Buddhist eyes so we can add to and refine our own practice with his wisdom. Likewise, Thomas can be a gateway for Christians to make use of Zen.


In this book, I begin each chapter with a numbered saying (sometimes called a logion) from the Gospel of Thomas and quotation from somewhere within the Zen or larger Buddhist canon that I feel resonates with it. For me, when I read Thomas such parallels rise rapidly and frequently to mind. This is not a case of finding what “matches” in Zen and Christianity or of rewriting Christian doctrine for Zen Buddhists. To my great delight, they just naturally prompt an understanding completely at home within my tradition, and this understanding automatically connects them to a wide variety of Buddhist texts and themes. And then in the body of each chapter I comment on those themes.


For those not familiar with the Gospel of Thomas or the Gnostic gospels generally, Thomas is considered a part of the apocrypha — a noncanonical collection of ancient books, contemporaneous with much of the canonical Bible, that are not a part of orthodox Christianity but nevertheless are often considered inspired and deserving of a place in the canon.


Thomas (not to be confused with the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, which is about the childhood of Jesus) is perhaps the most famous manuscript discovery of the last century. It is a Coptic manuscript discovered in 1945 at Nag Hammadi in Egypt. Before this, very little was known about it other than three small fragments that date to 200 C.E. Some scholars lean toward seeing Thomas as a more primitive version of Jesus’s original sayings, while others view it as a later gospel written after 140 C.E.


While it is usually considered a Gnostic gospel, the consensus is that it is not actually Gnostic in a certain technical sense. Gnosticism is a collection of ancient religions whose adherents rejected the material world and embraced the spiritual world. The teachings in Thomas, however, are for the whole of our lives in this present moment. In the main I have taken these teachings from Mark M. Mattison’s Gospel of Thomas: A Public Domain Translation. One or two sayings have been taken from The Gospel of Thomas: The Gnostic Wisdom of Jesus by Jean-Yves Leloup, The Coptic Gospel of Thomas by Beate Blatz, and Lynn Bauman’s The Gospel of Thomas: Wisdom of the Twin. The Amplified Bible and the New Revised Standard Version Bible provided Bible passages.


Thomas has a short preamble and 114 separate sayings. The majority of these begin with “Jesus said,” much in the same way that many early Buddhist suttas begin with “Thus I have heard.” Like Ananda, who remembered the Buddha’s words for posterity, Thomas’s prologue tells us that a follower of Jesus called Didymos Judas Thomas (neither Saint Thomas the Apostle nor Judas Iscariot) will tell us the “secret sayings” of Jesus.


These short sayings are thus a kind of a hadith of Jesus. In Islam, a hadith is a traditional account of things said or done by Muhammad or his companions. Unlike the New Testament, however, these teachings are given without context or narrative. It is this feature that makes Thomas appear koanlike.


While many of the sayings have parallels in the four canonical Gospels, they are sometimes sparser, sometimes larger, and often worded differently. All of them challenge us to break out of our intellectual impasse and intuit wisdom. As with Zen koans, the meaning of some sayings seems immediately apparent, while others require careful and prolonged contemplation. The koans that appear in this book are from the authorized Sanbo-Zen koan curriculum while other sutra excerpts were drawn from two public domain sources: Mettanet-Lanka’s The Tipitaka and The Internet Sacred Text Archive Buddhism homepage.


For those readers who are not familiar with koans, perhaps an explanation of them is also needed at this point. In Zen Buddhism a student can be given a set of koans to work with in order to sharpen and mature their insight. Koans are short pieces of text usually in the form of a story, dialogue, question, or statement concerning a certain theme or understanding to be made clear. The purpose of a koan is to tell you about yourself — just as the sayings of the Gospel of Thomas do.


The unfortunate thing about koans is that they have, in some quarters, somehow acquired the unsavory reputation of either being riddles or nonsensical paradoxes, designed to somehow completely eliminate the intellectual mind. Some people are afraid of koans precisely because of this — and yet once we dive right into them we realize that they are in a certain sense actually the most straightforward and simplest of things.


So how do we embody koans? How do we come to know them? We read the koan first, letting it sink and settle into us. We do not begin by analyzing it. Sometimes a word or feeling stands out, and if so, we sit with that. We just sit with whatever comes up without intellectually dissecting it or expecting anything at all to happen or to stop happening. We may repeat a word with the breath or come back to a particular feeling from time to time. If we do that, the only thing we are doing is breathing that word and feeling that feeling. Some traditions have students jot down anything that comes to mind in this process — as I myself did with Thomas — and others don’t.


The amazing thing about working in this way is that eventually out of nowhere the meaning becomes apparent. At a time — appointed by the koan, and not by ourselves — the meaning shows itself to you. As for why or when this happens, I can’t pin the mechanism down to just one thing or one time frame. All I know is that koans have taught me to completely trust in what Buddhists in Japan call myoshi, “mysterious guidance” or “incomprehensible assistance” — the ever-present compassion that functions in emptiness. This universe wants us to wake up, and koans help us do precisely that.


Like koans, the sayings in the Gospel of Thomas ask each of us to discover the same secrets of mystery that Jesus himself discovered and to live out that knowledge in our own unique way.


I first dove deeply into Thomas during chemotherapy for cancer. As you can imagine, it captivated me from the very first line — “Whoever penetrates the meaning of these words will not taste death.” My hope is that this book engenders in its readers some of the same sorts of discoveries I myself have had through seeing Thomas with Zen eyes.









1


PROLOGUE: THE SECRETS OF MYSTERY


These are the hidden sayings that the living Jesus spoke and Didymos Judas Thomas wrote down.


— Gospel of Thomas, prologue


The Dharma is profound, difficult to realize, hard to understand, tranquilizing, sweet, not to be grasped by mere logic, subtle, comprehensible only by the wise.


— Digha Nikaya (1.28)


There are two key phrases in the Prologue of Thomas — “secret sayings” (or “hidden sayings”) and the “living Jesus.” The first refers to the nature of the search that this gospel encourages and the second to the type of life that wisdom produces.


When it came to secret meanings and secrecy in general, the Buddha had strong reservations and actively spoke against what he called the “closed fist” of a teacher who holds something essential back. He practiced and encouraged complete transparency in his teaching. To keep secret something that might help others was unthinkable to him — the mark of a false teacher. I think the Jesus in Thomas would agree with him.


Yet closed-fist secrecy is not the only type of secrecy there is. Sometimes secret can simply point to a nonconceptual, meditative style and method of encouraging insight of direct experience — and this kind of secrecy is in no way the mystical world’s equivalent of a conspiracy. Sometimes secret may merely refer to the mystery of the ultimate. Zen Buddhists will tell you that the eternal is unknown and indescribable except by means of intuitive realization that delivers knowledge outside of words and concepts. For this reason we don’t always see it at first glance — even though it is, in a sense, hidden in plain sight.


The closed fist of withholding knowledge does not appear in the Gospel of Thomas, even though many of the sayings appear completely unfathomable at first glance. The sayings don’t deny us anything, and they don’t hold anything back at all — and yet they do need effort and insight to be understood. In fact, what may seem like a closed fist in Thomas is more akin to what is known in Zen as a gateless gate, the barrier of the ancestors. The gateless gate is the checking mechanism by which ancient Zen masters ascertained whether their students were really realized or were merely aping Zen and mouthing the sutras.


This barrier is really no barrier, and there is of course no actual gate — but we imagine there is because we’re caught up in intellectualization and concepts. The gate is us, or more specifically, our sense of being separate from everything around us. When we realize this is not true, then we know the “hidden” secrets for ourselves. When we have gone through the barrier, an old Zen saying goes, we will walk freely between heaven and earth.


The secret sayings of Jesus require us to approach each saying as something to savor and sit with, to contemplate and meditate upon until our understanding matures most fully.


Given the effort to realize mystery, we can also see that in one way secret can in fact mean knowledge confined to and understandable only by a small group of people. This is for a practical and simple reason — not many people are willing to travel the difficult road to understanding in the method suggested by Thomas. It just isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. For me Zen is plain and simple, and very practical — but to others it can seem obscure, overly rigorous, and unnecessarily complex. One person’s sacred text is not always another’s treasure.


The Gospel of Thomas and Zen alike teach that the difference in being knowers and not just believers lies not only in what we realize but how we use that understanding in our life. We can stay in our realization of the hidden and the secret, or we can bring ourselves alive like the living Jesus. It is not enough just to see mystery: we must embody it. Some secrets should be exposed to the light.


If a text can’t speak to us in our world today, then it is a dead text. The same applies to masters, prophets, messiahs, and teachers. If they are not a living presence in whatever we encounter, then how can they be guides in our lives right now? The Gospel of Thomas shows us a Jesus who lives not only in the sayings of Thomas but in our very lives.


This eternally accessible and living Jesus speaks in Thomas. Its prologue points this out to us right from the beginning.
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THE DEATHLESS


And he said, “Whoever discovers the meaning of these words won’t taste death.”


— Gospel of Thomas, saying 1


When you have attained your self-nature, you can free yourself from life-and-death. How will you free yourself from life-and-death when the light of your eyes is falling to the ground? When you have freed yourself from life-and-death, you know where to go. After your four elements have decomposed, where will you go?


— Gateless Gate, case 47


Saying 1, like Majjhima Nikaya 1, announces the bottom line for the Gospel of Thomas: “The doors to the deathless are open!” The wisdom of Jesus offers freedom from death, and this is within the grasp of anyone who seeks it. Saying 1 suggests that this freedom is not a matter of finding the one true interpretation of each saying, but the meaning derived from our own experience and wisdom.


When we read Thomas, we have to remind ourselves that our true spiritual task is not to memorize or merely learn the meaning given to us by a master; it is to become the meaning itself. The sayings of Thomas, like koans, are not fixed pieces of information; they are pointers to our direct experience of the universe, reminders, perhaps of what we already know but have forgotten. We can see this in the famous collection of koans called the Gateless Gate, in case 6, “Buddha Holds up a Flower”:


Once in ancient times, when the World-Honored One [the Buddha] was at Mount Grdhrakuta, he held up a flower, twirled it, and showed it to the assemblage. At this, they all remained silent. Only the venerable Kashyapa broke into a smile. The World-Honored One said, “I have the eye treasury of the true Dharma, the marvelous mind of nirvana, the true form of no-form, the subtle gate of the Dharma. It does not depend on letters, being specially transmitted outside all teachings. Now I entrust Mahakashyapa with this.”


Mahakashyapa didn’t need any words to explain that he knew the Buddha’s meaning. The master did not tell him what the “marvelous mind of nirvana” actually meant; Mahakashyapa worked it out in his own way, recognizing what had been there all along — his own true nature. The encounter with the Buddha and the flower had directly pointed to the eternal.


The purpose of not revealing profound mystery upfront is to make sure that the religious practitioner works for their meal — the feast of enlightenment, intimately experienced. To say too much to students would make them into thieves, stealing the true meaning from adepts who have already reached realization. This is not the Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas, the person who in saying 62 discloses logion to those “who are worthy of mysteries.” This Jesus wants us to see and confirm with our own eyes.


So what is it that we come to see and know?


We come to know the deathlessness of the true self. This true self is the inconceivable, beginningless, endless, omniscient, primordial, and aware truth. This is very different from the little ego-self we have built up — something most of us simply do not see. We see only one side of things — the relative, phenomenal side. We are aware only of what we can see with our eyes, not what we cannot. And so we suffer, lost in the wilderness without the knowledge of who we really are. Many of the disciples in the Gospel of Thomas are like this.


When we acquire deep wisdom we see that nothing is really separate and that all things are connected. This connectedness is our true nature, which is also the nature of the ultimate. In seeing this intimately, we enter the Kingdom — the eternal rest and cessation of suffering. This true nature is both deathless and unborn.


My Dharma grandfather (my teacher’s teacher), Koun Yamada Roshi, used to explain the essential and the relative or conventional sides of life by comparing them to two sides of the hand — together they make one thing. You can’t have one side without the other. They’re different, but together they are both needed for the whole thing to work.


Or we might think of it with regard to waves on the ocean: every wave is unique and specific, but it is also always just the ocean, never separate from the ocean itself. Every wave does “die,” but at the same time it doesn’t. There was never anything separate to die because nothing separate was born in the first place. In this way we don’t obtain immortality, but rather we are immortality.


The Surangama Sutra tells us that what changes is subject to destruction, whereas the unchanging is beyond birth and death. The form of the wave dies, but the ocean itself never does. Our inherent nature cannot die because it is the inherent nature of the Kingdom.


In case 47 of the Gateless Gate Zen Master Dumshuai Congyueh asked his disciples, “How would you free yourself from life and death when the light of your eyes is falling?” — at the very moment of your death. Like Jesus, Congyueh prompts his disciples to make use of every moment as an opportunity for enlightenment, an opportunity to realize the deathless as our very selves.


In the whole of Thomas, the living Jesus, like the living Buddha, beats the drum of deathlessness in a world gone blind — and warns us not to let the deathless be lost on us.
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QUALITIES OF ENLIGHTENED PEOPLE


Jesus said, “The older person won’t hesitate to ask a little seven-day-old child about the place of life, and they’ll live, because many who are first will be last, and they’ll become one and the same.”


— Gospel of Thomas, saying 4


A monk asked Zhaozhou, “Does a newborn baby have the sixth consciousness or not?” Zhaozhou said, “Bouncing a ball upon swift waters.” The monk also asked Touzi Datong, “What does ‘bouncing a ball upon swift waters’ mean?” Touzi Datong said, “Thought by thought, the flow never stops.”


— Blue Cliff Record, case 80


Saying 4 gives a suggestion about the qualities of a teacher and the way in which a person can embody the truth in an authentic manner. As a good teacher himself, Jesus also recognized what the Buddha knew — that “it is hard to meet someone who can explain the truth and harder to meet an enlightened person — but it is hardest to believe in their teaching” because this requires us to experience truth for ourselves.


One way to identify a realized teacher is to pay attention to the way they model enlightened behavior. This holds true for the old man since he is humble enough to ask a small child about the place of life, that is, about the Kingdom, or what some people would call the ground of being.


We would normally expect a child to ask an elder for wisdom, but this old man is wise enough to learn from anything and anyone. He has clearly recognized the child as a source of wisdom because it has not yet formed the conceptual barriers and attachments that adults possess. A child this young does not know anything but the present and is neither male nor female in behavior. As saying 46 reminds us, whoever among you becomes a child will know the Kingdom.


Case 80 of the Blue Cliff Record, “Zhaozhou’s Newborn Baby,” another key koan text, illustrates this. It concerns a monk who asks Master Zhaozhou whether a baby has thoughts and ideas — with the subtext being a question about whether a baby is enlightened because it’s just a baby. Not buying into intellectual debate, Zhaozhou cuts to the chase: “Bouncing a ball upon swift waters.” Bewildered, the monk asks Touzi Datong, “What does that mean?” Touzi Datong said, “Thought by thought, the flow never stops.”


They are describing the baby’s moment-to-moment awareness like a ball floating on a swift stream. No attachments, no holding. They are suggesting that, moment to moment, we should drop our preconceptions and react appropriately; that we act from essential nature without weeds clogging up the system. That’s enlightenment.


The two teachers are also pointing out that although a newborn baby has consciousness, it hasn’t yet bought into superior and inferior or right and wrong as total reality. Like a realized person, it has no attachment to categories, philosophy, or intellection. It has much to teach the adult. Master Zhaozhou is a good example of someone who is open to learning from anyone and anything. He once set out on a pilgrimage vowing that if he met someone wiser than himself he would ask them for instruction — even if they were only seven years old — and if he met someone less wise, he would help them out by giving instruction.


Both Jesus and Zhaozhou recognized that matters of age and gender are not so important, but what matters is how clear a person’s insight is. Age is not always a guarantee of wisdom. Both of them reversed the usual order, with the first being last and the last being the first. The old man and the child exchanged places — the two became one and the same, just as they always had been.


As Zen Master Eihei Dogen said in Gyoji Dokan or “Circle of the Way in Continuous Practice” in his Shobogenzo, “it is a wonderful achievement, like a thirsty person finding water.” Thomas 58 states “congratulations to the person who has toiled and has found life.”


In another Zen conversation we have the monk Bai Juyi asking Master Niaoko Daolin, “Just what is the main intention of the Buddha Dharma?” Daolin replied, “To refrain from all evil, to cultivate good, and to purify one’s mind.” Bai Juyi scoffed, “That’s pretty simple, even a child of three knows how to say that!” Daolin replied, “Yes, a three-year-old can say it, but even eighty-year-olds still can’t do it.” As the Dhammapada tells us, this shows that a man is not wise just because his hair’s gone gray — he may have many years on him, but he is called “old-in-vain” if he knows the doctrine but not the application or the spirit of it. He is but a student who still has much to learn.


An example of this is found in the Lotus Sutra when Shariputra, one of the two chief male disciples of the Buddha, flatly rejects the possibility of a young eight-year-old girl becoming enlightened. After all, she is young and female — conditions that, in that time and place, were regarded as inauspicious. And yet this young girl promptly has an enlightenment experience and proves Shariputra wrong. In this sutra Shariputra is used to illustrate the inappropriate behavior resulting from attachment to one’s own state of realization and gender. He is the opposite of the man old in days who will not hesitate to ask a small child about the place of life.


In fact, whatever and whomever we learn from is not important. That we learn is the point. Note that Jesus says “many” who are first will become last and vice versa. He does not say all. This is another teaching point of this saying — it is difficult to lose our sense of ego-self, and not all of us are up to the task. Matthew 22:14 makes clear that “many shall be called but few shall be chosen.” In saying 4 Jesus invites all of us to seek “the place of life” but whether we do or not is entirely up to us. Fortunately everything can be a teacher because everything is emptiness and contains the whole world in itself.


Emptiness is a much misunderstood term but basically it means that since everything is joined, separateness does not ultimately exist. It is dynamic universal connection unlimited by finite substance. In one sense, things are separate, and in an ultimate sense they are not. There is only the interpenetrative truth of emptiness; both wave and ocean exist at the same time.


When separation is dissolved, the eternal appears. Saying 4 confirms the fact that while it is true there are individual teachers and students, at the same time this must be balanced by the wider awareness of the universal equality of emptiness. We must also embody this knowledge; it is not enough just to know the sacred texts and doctrine alone. Our actions and our knowledge must align in our life.


To fully enter the eternal is to know the place where the first and the last are the same. It is “the place of life,” the very same place in saying 50 “where the Light came into being” and, according to saying 24, not only the very place the disciples should seek to be, but where Jesus dwells as well.
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THE MUSTARD SEED AND THE OAK TREE


The disciples asked Jesus, “Tell us, what can the kingdom of heaven be compared to?” He said to them, “It can be compared to a mustard seed. Though it’s the smallest of all the seeds, when it falls on tilled soil it makes a plant so large that it shelters the birds of heaven.”


— Gospel of Thomas, saying 20


A monk asked Zhaozhou, “What is the meaning of the ancestor’s coming from the West?” Zhaozhou said, “The oak tree there in the garden.”


— Book of Equanimity, case 47


In saying 20 the disciples ask what the Kingdom of heaven is like — in many koans an unrealized person, usually a monk, will ask a master a very similar question. In a certain sense, such questions are about the nature of the essential self.


Like Jesus, the Buddha and other enlightened people would sometimes answer these kinds of questions using similes such as it is like “the plum tree in spring,” “the flag on the pole blown in the wind,” “one flower preaching the boundless spring,” or “one drop of water revealing the waters of the great ocean.” In case 47 of the Book of Equanimity, a collection of koans compiled in the thirteenth century, a monk asked Master Zhaozhou, “What is the meaning of the ancestor’s coming from the West?” Zhaozhou said, “The oak tree there in the garden.” The question refers to Bodhidharma, the first ancestor of Zen who brought Zen to China. So in a nutshell the monk is asking what the essence of Zen Buddhism is or “What’s the bottom line for all of this?”


How can something as plain as an old oak tree be the great truth? In an important way, we might also ask, why not? The oak tree is the Kingdom, too. It too is emptiness, complete in itself, not separate from anything or anyone. It fully occupies its roots, branches, and leaves. I’m not sure many human beings can truly say they fully occupy their own skin.


Something as ordinary and small as a seed carries the DNA of the Kingdom and can grow exponentially if it is properly attended to. To recognize the Kingdom within ourselves is to grow tall and to be a refuge and a shelter for ourselves and others. The Buddha noted that unfortunately most of us look for refuge in all sorts of places while ignoring our essential self. Yet true rest can come only through recognition of the true and unitive nature of the universe. “That is the safe refuge, the best refuge,” the Buddha said. “Having gone to that refuge, a person is delivered from all pain.” Knowing the Kingdom is to fully rest in our own skin.


While we may not initially feel that we can become like the living Jesus, we mustn’t think that even a small glimpse of wisdom will not come to fruition in the here and now. Even a small thing such as a mustard seed can help us awaken. This is what a young mother whose child died realized in “Kisa Gotami and the Parable of the Mustard Seed.”


In this traditional Buddhist story, a young woman named Kisa Gotami is engulfed by grief when her child dies, so much so that she wanders from house to house with her dead child in her arms asking for help. Feeling compassion for her, one of her neighbors suggests that she go to the Buddha and ask him for help. So when the Buddha was teaching nearby, she went to him and asked for a remedy for the death of her child. The Buddha replied, “I do have medicine for your child, but first I require some mustard seeds taken from a house where no one has died.”


Relieved, she went back to her village and began asking her neighbors for mustard seeds. Having placed the dead child on her hip, she searched the entire city, but to her dismay, she could not find a home that had not suffered the loss of a family member. There was not a single family free from impermanence. She could not collect a single mustard seed without also collecting what is universal — death. While undoubtedly Kisa Gotami continued to grieve, the wisdom lesson of impermanence became clear. Clearly, this is a parable of growth since spiritual insight grew from the mustard seed.


While mustard can grow without any human effort, it is also like wisdom in that it expands in ground that is properly prepared. The three elements of this parable are the three elements of a viable and true spiritual path. Knowledge of the Kingdom (1) is attained through skilled effort; (2) it results in an expanded awareness; and (3) just as a mustard seed results in a large branch or refuge when it is placed in tilled soil, so too does knowledge of the Kingdom grow within a mind that is already predisposed toward realization.


The example of the large branch or plant in Thomas carries similar lessons to the lotus flower. In Buddhism the lotus is one of the best recognized motifs. Its roots extend into the mud, the stem grows up through the water, and the flower blossoms above the surface. The mud is a metaphor for the dust and grit of daily life, the water represents experience, and the breakthrough into the sunlight represents the light of wisdom.


The lesson of saying 20 is that, just as a lotus uses the murky soil to germinate and through the strength of its own stem comes to fruition in the sunshine, so too can we use insight to choose the right path and transform negative tendencies into positive ones. This is rebirth in a figurative and a literal sense. A Zen meal gatha (short verse) says, “May we live in this world of emptiness, like the lotus in muddy water.” The Thomas version might be “May we exist in the Kingdom with wisdom, like the tree that grows from a mustard seed.”
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RELIANCE


The disciples said to Jesus, “We know that you will leave us. Who will be great among us then?” Jesus told them, “When you find yourselves at that point, go to James the Just. All that concerns heaven and earth is his domain.”


 — Gospel of Thomas, saying 12


I reveal to all beings a device to educate them, albeit I do not really become extinct at the time, and in this very place continue preaching the law. But men of confused minds, in their delusion, do not see me standing there.


 — Lotus Sutra, chapter 15


Saying 12 concerns the worries and fears that Jesus’s disciples have about continuing their spiritual development in the absence of their teacher. It appears that their fears have momentarily overwhelmed their confidence in their own spiritual power. In wisdom traditions generally, authority ultimately rests on the individual, who must live and embody the teachings in their own fully realized way. This can sometimes be overwhelming.


Jesus suggests that “when you find yourselves at that point” where you lack direction or succumb to doubt because he has died, seek out James the Just. Like Jesus, toward the end of his life the Buddha was approached by some of his followers who felt anxious about who would lead the community. Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin, felt extremely upset. How would their spirituality continue to develop without an incarnated teacher? This is no doubt the kind of existential angst felt by the disciples when they said to Jesus, “We know that you will leave us. Who will be great among us then?”


The Buddha addressed the same concern and reminded his followers that although his physical body would no longer be here, his teaching body, the dharmakaya, would always be with his disciples. In the Awakening of Faith, a key text that summarizes the essentials of Mahayana Buddhism, this dharmakaya is described as the eternal, the blessed, the self-regulating, the pure, the tranquil, the immutable, and the free. It is ultimate reality, the universal ground of being out of which all things arise.


As the primary truth, D. T. Suzuki once described it as the uncreated, ultimate cause of the universe in which all existences find their essential order and significance. This all-pervading nature is suggested by the Buddha’s own statement upon reaching enlightenment: “I was, am, and will be enlightened instantaneously with the universe.”


The law of origin, as taught by the Nichiren sect of Buddhism, declares that Shakyamuni has continually taught people throughout the universe since the infinite past. The Cosmic Buddha has existed everywhere in the universe since its beginning. In the Lotus Sutra, this eternal Buddha reassures his followers saying, “I always stay here and expound the Law.” The individual Gotama passed away, but not the Cosmic Buddha, even though — the sutra tells us — in their delusion, most people can’t perceive him.


A realized person knows this truth — that the ultimate, which is wisdom itself, never goes away. It is always here. This is what Jesus wants his disciples to recognize and is why he stresses that wherever they are they have access to the ultimate. This is also why he advised them, “when you find yourselves at that point (of doubt about the Kingdom and the teaching), go to James the Just: All that concerns heaven and earth is his domain.”


One way we can regard this statement is to take “James the Just” as a metaphor for a wisdom tradition or an enlightened teacher who embodies that wisdom. On one hand, it is not profitable to become the student of an unwise teacher. In James 3:1 we find a warning about the responsibility of teaching: “Not many of you should become teachers… for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.” Thankfully, Jesus has directed the disciples to one who is just and wise.


On the other hand, we can also remind ourselves James the Just is not just James the Just. Like all of us, he is also the living Jesus, the Kingdom itself. This is why “all that concerns heaven and earth is his domain” because the cosmic Christ, he who “fills the universe in all its parts” (Ephesians 1:23), has filled James, the disciples, the teachings, and all of heaven and earth.


We can hear the lesson of saying 12 for Jesus’s disciples is that to go to James the Just is not only to learn from an enlightened master but to fully connect with the Kingdom ourselves. This can be done whether the incarnated Jesus is alive or not and whether James the Just is alive or not. This deeper meaning must be seen for the disciples to eliminate their sense of being rudderless and to recognize their own authority in arousing the one mind. No one is ever alone or cut off from the eternal, and in times when we feel that this is so, we can remind ourselves that the Kingdom is in this very place, standing right here.
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THE FORM OF PURITY


If you fast, you will be at fault. If you pray, you will be wrong. If you give to charity, you will corrupt your mind. When you go into any land and walk through the countryside, if they welcome you, eat whatever they offer you. You can heal their sick. It is not what goes into your mouth that defiles you, it is what comes out of your mouth that defiles you.


— Gospel of Thomas, saying 14


Whenever Master Baizhang Huaihai delivered a sermon, an old man was always there listening with the monks. When they left, he left, too. One day, however, he remained behind. The master asked him, “What man are you, standing in front of me?” The man replied, “Indeed, I am not a man. In the past, in the time of Kashyapa Buddha, I lived on this mountain as a Zen priest. On one occasion a monk asked me, ‘Does a perfectly enlightened person fall under the law of cause and effect or not?’ I answered, ‘He does not.’ Because of this answer, I fell into the state of a fox for 500 lives. Now, I beg you, master, please say something and release me from the body of a fox.” Then he asked, “Does a perfectly enlightened person fall under the law of cause and effect or not?” The master answered, “The law of cause and effect cannot be obscured.”


 — Gateless Gate, case 2


Saying 14 hints at the role of rites and piety in religious life, as well as attachments to intellectual and demonstrative forms of purity. It points the truth seeker in the direction of heartfelt and properly understood right action that arises from a clear understanding of the nature and purpose of religious expression — beyond attachment to mere outward form.


Such outward forms of religion are not automatically a problem in and of themselves, but without a wider framework they can be. If the only thing necessary to follow the Way is to give some sort of outward sign, then piety would be just a matter of decoration rather than the development and nurturing of our universal nature. It would also mean that certain people would be locked out of the system if they were unable to manifest whatever sign is supposed to indicate purity. This seems out of sync with the universal and compassionate wisdom of the living Jesus.


It would be easy to think that in saying 14 Jesus is rejecting fasting, praying, and giving to charity outright. If we step back and look at the wider picture, we can see that what he is saying is that it is your inner state of consciousness and understanding that should be the most important. Only that kind of inner religious development is truly worthwhile, and without it, outer demonstrations of a religious nature are meaningless.


The Awakening of Faith tells us that if we can move beyond the attachment and the desire to cling to distinctions, then we can see that pure and impure are just relative conditions. This is not saying that they are unimportant but that in buying into them as a finite totality, we become trapped within them.


In the Platform Sutra Daijian Huineng, the sixth ancestor of Zen, tells us that the focus of Zen is not upon fostering purity or suppressing impurity. Our nature is intrinsically pure, he says, and if we abandon attachment to our conceptual boxes, then what’s left over is the purity of our true self. If we direct our mind to dwell upon purity, we are only creating another delusion: the delusion of purity.


He goes further and says that some people go so far as to invent the “form of purity” and then treat it as a problem to solve. By hanging on to these forms (such as bowing and chanting) they get hung up on them. They become obsessed with purity. What he is saying, then, is that by entering the Kingdom and returning to our original nature, purity arises by itself. This is an entirely natural process, but if we cling to purity, then this does not give our nature the chance to shine. We just get caught up in categories, judgment, and outward forms of piety. We obscure the true self.


In the famous fox koan, case 2 of the Gateless Gate, Master Baizhang Huaihai spoke to an old man who had always been lingering around the monastery. The old man related that he had once been a Zen priest. When he had taught that a perfectly enlightened person is outside of the law of cause and effect, the priest had been reborn as a fox for 500 lives. In Japanese folklore foxes are figures of mischief and magic, so this is, in one sense, the result of wrongdoing. Clearly he had done something wrong to warrant this. He begged the master to sort this out for him by answering one question, “Does a perfectly enlightened person fall under the law of cause and effect or not?” The master answered, “The law of cause and effect cannot be obscured.”


What is going on here? Well, it’s the classic problem of sticking to one position only. The former priest was entirely correct in saying that an enlightened man is not affected by karma. In emptiness there is no karma and no one to cause it. If everything is one, who’s there to affect? There’s no separate person for karma to attach to. Karma has no jurisdiction in emptiness. While this is true, if it is taken to the extreme — as the only truth — it can result in something like the Buji Zen of medieval Japan, in which people mistakenly excused the need to follow moral and ethical precepts, to put effort into learning the doctrines and sutras of Buddhism, or even to develop their own capabilities in order to see true reality. They thought that because they were already children of the Kingdom (purely by virtue of having been born human) they never had to seek out the truth. Everything they did was perfectly acceptable no matter how unethical, because it’s “all buddha nature anyway.” Since everything is the eternal, any action was acceptable. This kind of thinking was nihilistic, conceptually rigid, unethical, and impractical.


The priest is not as bad as this, but he still gave only half the story. Both halves are always essential. This means that while we are emptiness itself, we still have individual bodies and actions to affect. These two facts occur at the same time. We cannot ever escape our karma because while everything is emptiness it is also form (the quality of solidity, separateness, and definition). In terms of Jesus and saying 14, the lesson here is that Jesus is not dismissing praying, fasting, and giving outright just because everything is one in the Kingdom. It’s putting them in their proper context that is important.


We do this by abandoning attachment to two notions — that certain acts are either pure in and of themselves or that we become pure just by doing them. If we are attached to these ideas, then fasting, praying, giving to charity, and observing dietary rules are not necessarily connected to any particular state of mind because they can bypass the need for inner development and insight. They can be done merely as empty actions without any context or conscious connection to truth seeking.


Seen in this light, giving to charity would be an ego-driven event without a solid ethical base. As the Diamond Sutra reminds us, when we give away things we should give with selfless kindness. This means that we should remind ourselves that there is essentially no distinction between our own self and the selfhood of others. It’s not skillful to get hung up on the “I” who is giving to “them” — that creates a false separation.


Thus Jesus warns the disciples that, in their current state of attachment to the letter and not the spirit, if they give to charity, they will corrupt their mind. If they pray merely for good fortune or because they are supposed to, then this is not the right manner in which to pray because our whole life should be a prayer, and the actual act of putting our hands together is the natural outflow of this state of being. The same can be said for fasting and all other such things.


The Buddha himself learned the foolishness of fasting for the wrong reason and to the wrong degree. As with many renunciants of his time, he tried achieving purification through rigorous self-mortification. He hoped to set free his mind from the shackles of his body. He fasted in an extreme manner and in time became emaciated and weak. Eventually he realized that despite his efforts, his attachments still remained. Having realized that extreme asceticism only robs us of energy, he renounced severe self-discipline. The Buddha found that fasting from delusion was more productive.


Jesus himself did not reject the world but overcame it. This is what he wants for his followers, too, but it is they who must take steps to cut their attachments to worldly or outward measurements of religious truth. Without doing this, they cannot find the Kingdom. If they do not put their heart and soul into making each day the Sabbath instead of merely making the appropriate gestures and actions, then no manner of fasting will bring the wisdom of the living Jesus.


Jesus challenges his followers to be flexible and to ride the to and fro of skillful means. So if they are welcomed and offered food, then rather than fretting about breaking the precept of fasting, they should receive the food in the manner in which it was offered.


The Buddha, too, gave this advice to his monastic followers who were sometimes given meat when on alms rounds. Keep the precept of not killing, he said, but should someone kill an animal (whether especially for you or otherwise) and place its meat in your begging bowl, accept it in the manner in which it was given, with a spirit of generosity. In this way both the letter and the spirit are taken care of.
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