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Advance Praise for 
The Crow Flies 
Backwards 
and Other New 
Zen Koans


“This book opens with perhaps the best written introduction to koan work I’ve encountered. With warmth and humor leavening his erudition, Bolleter strips away unnecessary mystique and preserves the delights of their mystery and the seriousness of their play, enlivening lay practice and anchoring koans in our everyday experience.”


— Robert Rosenbaum, author of Walking the Way


“Touching and insightful — filled with intimacy and deep humanity. Ross Bolleter reveals working with Zen koans as a creative and liberating practice.”


— Rafe Martin, author of Before Buddha Was Buddha


“A beautiful, fun, and at the very same time profoundly challenging book. You want to know what wisdom looks like? You can’t do much better than this book.”


— James Ishmael Ford, author of Introduction to Zen Koans
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The first substantial treatment of Zen koans drawn from Western sources, pioneering the Western koan as a vital aspect of contemporary Zen practice.


The 108 modern koans offered within address sexuality, childbirth, family, parenthood, work, money, and even the nature of time itself. These koans are drawn from Western philosophy, contemporary and classic literature from Proust to Lewis Carroll, Mary Oliver, and Anne Carson, as well as stories provided by the author’s encounters with his Zen students. Bolleter’s commentaries provide guidance to the reader on how to engage with particular koans and direct instruction in meditating with koans in general.


“A beautiful, fun, and at the very same time profoundly challenging book.”


— JAMES ISHMAEL FORD,
 author of Introduction to Zen Koans


ROSS BOLLETER ROSHI is a Zen teacher in the Diamond Sangha tradition who trained with Robert Aitken and John Tarrant, and is the author of Dongshan’s Five Ranks. He lives and teaches in Perth, Western Australia.
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Preface


The Crow Flies Backwards is a collection of 108 Western koans, together with my commentaries on 40 of them. These commentaries provide guidance as to how to engage with a particular koan, as well as its sources. In the opening chapters, I address the nature of the koan, what it means to sit with a koan, and how koans work on our heart-mind and in our lives. Finally, I have interspersed my commentaries with various “investigations” especially concerning the nature of time. Most of these investigations have koan content.


Koans resist precise definition; however, we can say broadly that a koan is a formulation — sometimes couched as a fundamental question, such as “Who am I?” — that Zen practitioners inquire into in order to awaken to their true nature. By “true nature” I mean our nature beneath and beyond such notions as a socially constructed self, personality, or “an inner ghostly self” that manipulates the senses and to which we accord ownership of our thoughts and dreams.


After an initial awakening to our true nature, further koans are employed to enable us to more fully embody our awakening and over time to express, to mature, and ultimately to assimilate it so thoroughly that we forget it in the act of living it. This book also includes Western koans that reflect these later stages of the koan path.


By “Western koans” I mean, broadly, koans deriving from Australian, American, European, and South American sources. Regarding the koans from Australia, my native land, I have chosen several that have as their source the indigenous peoples of Australia.


The Crow Flies Backwards is intended for students and teachers of the Zen Way, and indeed everyone and anyone interested in Zen, especially in its Western unfolding. This book can be used to supplement the traditional koan literature as it comes down to us through Chinese and Japanese sources — or it can be used as a stand-alone investigation.


I have developed some of the koans included here from dialogues with my Dharma successors and students, some of whom have also created koans included below. Others have found the koans in this book efficacious for investigation, so we have begun the process of “road testing” them.


In writing this book, I have given prominence to koans drawn from lay life, especially koans that have as their themes sexuality and childbirth, relationships, work, and money: themes that are almost entirely absent from the monastic koan traditions that come down to us from China and Japan. I have also included a variety of koans that focus on time. This latter theme is of course not absent from Chinese and Japanese koan traditions, but given our Western culture’s obsession with time and its anxieties about it, I felt it important to give it prominence.


Although The Crow Flies Backwards focuses on Western koans, I am not suggesting for a moment that we should abandon the powerful and efficacious Chinese and Japanese koan traditions we have inherited. Rather we should feel free to extend those traditions by creating a koan literature that reflects our contemporary lives and culture. It is my hope that the koans and commentaries in The Crow Flies Backwards will encourage this undertaking.


More than thirty-five years ago, at the outset of my first sesshin, Robert Aitken gave me the koan of Zhaozhou’s “Mu,” and over the next several years I worked through the early stages of the koan curriculum with him. I continued my journey on the koan path with John Tarrant as my teacher, completing koan study with him in the early 1990s. I am deeply grateful to Robert Aitken and to John Tarrant for their guidance and inspiration over those many years. In terms of the Zen Way, my ruling passion was koan work, and they were there to support me at every turn.


I got my first taste of what a Western koan might be working with John Tarrant, who would improvise koans on the spot for the happiness of all beings. I enjoyed the challenge and the playfulness of John’s approach, and have continued it with my own successors and students. The Crow Flies Backwards is the upshot.


My gratitude to:


Susan Murphy: Back in 1999, Susan gave me a booklet of koans titled Bright Darkness: 53 Koans — some selected, some created by her — for my birthday. One of the koans in her collection was “Crows fly backwards,” which gave me the title koan for this book. Several other koans from her collection are also in this book. I am grateful to Susan for her constant love, encouragement, and support over the many years.


Mari Rhydwen: Mari is my co-teacher in the Zen Group of Western Australia, and I am grateful to her for her teaching and for her inspiration, support, and encouragement over the longest time, as well as for allowing me to include, along with other contributions, her inspiring Three Girls Dream in this book.


Arthur Wells: for generously allowing me to include several of the koans from the collection that he is creating, titled Koans to Embody, as well as making valuable contributions and suggestions. And for his encouragement and support over many years, including his encouragement of this book.


Glenn Wallis: for providing several fine koans for this book, and making valuable suggestions. And for his encouragement and support over the many years, including his encouragement of this enterprise.


Bob Joyner: for allowing me to include his cogent account of practice and realization in this book, and for his support and encouragement over the many years.


Kathy Shiels: who proofread The Crow Flies Backwards in an earlier manifestation and offered many valuable suggestions. And for her warm encouragement of the book in all its stages, as well as for her fine contributions to it.


Phillip McNamara: for generously allowing me to include his essay “Working with ‘Who Is Hearing That Sound?’” and for his rich offering of koans to the Crow.


Michael Wright: for his guidance and assistance in matters of Nyoongar culture and spirituality in the title chapter, and his warm encouragement of the Crow.


The many other members of the Zen Group of Western Australia who contributed koans and stories to The Crow Flies Backwards, making it a celebration of our sangha in all its variety and liveliness.


The Council of the Zen Group of Western Australia: for affording me a sabbatical from teaching so that I could work on this book and for their support and care over the many years.


Bob Gray: for his support for the Crow, and for his warm encouragement for me to write it.


Tony Coote of the Sydney Zen Centre: for his contribution of the story “Save me, Bill.”


Chris Barker and Jane Taylor of the Castlemaine Zen Group: for their contributions to Crow mind.


Amanda Bolleter, my daughter: for her love, support, and encouragement, always.


Julian Bolleter, my son: for reading an early draft of this book and making invaluable suggestions as well as providing me with important material, and for his love, support, and encouragement, always.


Antoinette Carrier, my partner: for her enduring support and encouragement over the many years, and for her constant love that inspires my work and makes it possible.


Dr. Jan Resnick: who read an earlier version of the Crow and made important suggestions, as well as encouraging this enterprise.


Josh Bartok, executive editor at Wisdom Publications: for his fine editing of the manuscript and his invaluable support for the project of writing a book of commentaries on Western koans.


Ashley Benning: for her fine copyediting on the manuscript.


Ben Gleason, production editor at Wisdom: for his assistance with the permissions and his help and guidance in bringing the Crow home through its several stages.


Possum, my cat and constant companion in writing and composing, happy to delete a stray paragraph as she parades over the computer keyboard.


An extract from the introduction to this book can be found heading a forum involving Joan Sutherland, Bodhin Kjolhede, and Judy Roitman on the theme of “Koans: How We Work with Them and How They Work on Us,” in Buddhadharma: The Practitioner’s Quarterly, Summer 2015: 54–63. My thanks to Koun Franz, editor of Buddhadharma, for encouraging me to be involved in that project, which was seminal for this one.









PART I 
Prelude









Introduction: The Nature of the Koan and How Koans Came to the West


IN A CERTAIN SENSE, koans — like poems or jokes — can’t be defined precisely. However, we can say broadly that a koan is a formulation that, when deeply explored in meditation, provides us with a means to awaken to who we truly are, as well as to express, deepen, and embody that awakening in our lives. Koans are protean; they can appear, for instance, as a verse, a folk story, a teacher’s words, or a dialogue between teacher and student. Here is a traditional koan in verse from unknown sources that intimates the mystery of the Way:




From a well that has never been dug,


water ripples in a spring that does not flow;


someone with no shadow or form is drawing the water.





Sometimes people encounter the Way in times of crisis, such as the death of a loved one or a life-threatening illness or through intense physical and emotional suffering. On such occasions, deep questions may surface: “Why do I suffer?” “Who am I without my loved one?” “Who am I in the face of my own mortality?” “What purpose does my life have?” Any such fundamental questions can be taken up as a koan — and our anguish spurs and gives us the tenacity to stay with the koan until it resolves.


It needs to be said at the outset that koan is not a mere synonym for “dilemma.” And yet when we sit in meditation with certain dilemmas of our lives, we can wear out the intellect in the cat’s cradle of opposing considerations and end by sitting with just our not knowing. If we can endure there, continuing our questioning, clarifications may arise unexpectedly out of nowhere.


Apart from koans that may arise from harrowing experiences and dilemmas, it is good to discover — as well as to create — koans from within the weave of our lives. For me, the following is such a koan, rich in possibilities concerning time and creative engagement with life, as well as the mystery of words:




When he was in his eighties, my father was knocked down by a delivery van. In hospital they put him in “treatment,” prior to admitting him as a patient. Although no one could find time to get him a bottle to piss in, four staff members came round with their clipboards during the three hours he waited there, to ask him his age. He generously gave each of them a fresh response — “twenty-one,” “ninety-eight,” “forty-seven,” and finally, “two hundred!”





Extending Chinese and Japanese Koan Traditions in the West


By advocating that we work with Western koans, I am in no way suggesting that we abandon the noble koan traditions that come down to us primarily from the Chan schools of China and the Zen schools of Japan. Such a legacy is a matter of wonder and is a tremendously efficacious tool for awakening and for integrating our awakening into our lives


So, rather than abandoning tradition, let us feel free to extend it. There are good reasons for this: the koan literature that we inherit comes to us almost entirely from patriarchal monastic traditions so that there are, understandably, lacunae especially regarding relationships, family, love, sex, childbirth, child rearing, work, and money. As lay Zen practitioners, we have an opportunity, even a responsibility, to develop koans that reflect these themes.


In The Crow Flies Backwards I also derive and create Western koans that focus on time and timelessness, along with the closely related theme of memory. These themes aren’t absent in Chinese and Japanese koan traditions, but they too can be extended.


Consider the opening of Kenneth Slessor’s great poem “Five Bells”:




Time that is moved by little fidget wheels


Is not my time, the flood that does not flow.


Between the double and the single bell


Of a ship’s hour, between a round of bells


From the dark warship riding there below,


I have lived many lives, and this one life


Of Joe, long dead, who lives between five bells.





Another koan with the theme of time and timelessness is William Blake’s “Eternity is in love with the productions of time” from his Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Both of these koans are explored later on.


Unlike the koans from our Zen monastic inheritance, koans from Western sources have no formal traditional responses, so both teacher and student must discover their own. This is an opportunity to be creative and to play. As a Zen teacher who is also an improvising musician and composer, I find joy in working with my students in this way, as well as creating koans in dialogue with them:




“Still wandering in your mind?” I asked a student.


“You bet.”


“What’s there?”


“Oh, gray sky, the sun on the salmon gums.”





How Koans Came West


The use of the koan as a teaching tool entered the West through the efforts of pioneering teachers such as Soyen Shaku (1860–1919), who taught Ida and Alexander Russell and their family at their home outside of San Francisco in 1905. (According to scholar Rick Fields, it seems that Ida Russell was the first person in the United States to undertake koan study.) Soyen Shaku’s student Nyogen Senzaki (1876–1958) was the first major Zen teacher to reside in the United States. He compiled his 101 Zen Stories in 1919 (the book saw a later iteration as Zen Flesh, Zen Bones) and used koans in his teaching in San Francisco at least from the 1920s onwards. Sokei-an Shigetsu Sasaki (1882–1945) was a Rinzai master who pioneered the Zen Way in New York in the 1930s. Sokei-an employed koans with his students, including Ruth Fuller Everett (1892–1967) who became his wife. As Ruth Fuller Sasaki, she made an inestimable contribution to the development of Zen in the West through her translations of such major Zen texts as The Record of Lin-chi, The Recorded Sayings of Layman P’ang, and Zen Dust: The History of the Koan and Koan Study in Rinzai (Lin-chi) Zen.


As noted above, koans that come down to us from Chinese sources may take a variety of forms — a verse, a teacher’s words, a dialogue between teacher and student, and so on. Similarly, for Western koans we will draw on verses, dialogues between teachers and students, lines from the Bible, literature both ancient and modern, and personal stories. There are also koans to be discovered within the weave of our lives, as well as in our contemporary culture. I explore these territories and encourage my students to do likewise.


I have endeavored to find or create Western koans that are appropriate for the student at various stages of the training path: for instance, the initial koans of emptiness which provide a vehicle for the student to awaken to their true and timeless nature; after that, koans which encourage the student to experience a return to the differentiated realm of color and form after their awakening experience. There are also koans that help the student to embody their awakening in the many and varied circumstances of their life, and others that elicit an awakening to the mystery of words. Finally, there are koans that assist the student to mature their awakening and ultimately assimilate it — and forget it — completely.


In terms of our deepest nature, we live at the intersection of sameness and difference. Indeed, we are that very intersection: vast yet utterly individual, with not a hairsbreadth between. It is my hope that The Crow Flies Backwards will provide a means to experience that matter and take it into our lives. Who, after all, is living this life?













	What Does It Mean to Sit with a Koan?
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KOANS WIDELY EMPLOYED to help us awaken to our true nature include Zhaozhou’s “Mu,” Bassui Zenji’s “Who is hearing that sound?” “Who am I?” and “What is it?” In this chapter I will employ the koan “Who am I?” as an exemplar and guide to working with your initial koan. I have chosen to do this because, regardless of our gender, our cultural background, or our life circumstances, we are all familiar with “Who am I?” as a fundamental question. It might be assumed that such familiarity runs the risk of entrapping the student in thoughts concerning a socially and personally constructed self and customary roles. However, the experience of students working on the koan “Who am I?” is that, in short order, it brings them face to face with the mystery that lies deeper than such matters.


Working with the Koan “Who Am I?”


In all the varying circumstances of your life, ask yourself and continue to ask yourself, “Who am I?”


Let your curiosity regarding this matter be boundless.


It is vital to engage with the koan “Who am I?” through regular daily seated meditation, through zazen. It’s also good to walk it into your life. Even the busiest days provide opportunities to return to the koan: while your computer is booting up, before answering your phone, or as you are walking between tasks. Robert Aitken called these opportunities “islands of practice.” Apart from their efficacy in terms of working with “Who am I?” these brief homecomings can be deeply refreshing and subtly shift the energy in difficult situations.


Great Faith, Great Doubt, and Great Determination


The qualities traditionally deemed necessary to awaken are great faith, great doubt, and great determination. The cross-legged posture of zazen is the perfect expression of this tripod, for your left knee on the mat, your backside on the cushion, and your right knee on the other side of the mat represent great faith, great doubt, and great determination without remainder!


Really, great faith means trusting that we are intrinsically awake and have been so from the beginning, while in the same breath striving to awaken for the first, dearest, freshest time. Koun Yamada (1907–1989) expressed it this way:




This great root of faith is not just a tepid faith. It is a thoroughgoing belief that will settle for nothing less than complete awakening, and is rooted firmly in the ground like a huge tree, immovable in the face of even the strongest gale.





Yamada also said, “I want to be a great tree shading all beings.” By this he meant that his realization, and his teaching that flowed from it, were not just for himself, but for the benefit of all beings, both sentient and nonsentient. This is the bodhisattva path where you enlighten yourself and others in the midst of the passions, in the midst of the suffering world. Bodhisattva means “enlightened being,” a being who is becoming enlightened and a being who enlightens others. Yamada was Robert Aitken’s principal teacher, and Aitken Roshi in turn was my first teacher. I am grateful for that great tree sheltering all beings that has made my own path possible.


The expression “great doubt” is puzzling for many people coming to Zen. In general, religions and spiritual paths don’t readily accept doubt, let alone encourage it, most especially concerning their own tenets. Great doubt surely includes the matter of accepting our own doubts: for instance our doubt as to whether we can come to awakening at all or whether, given the brevity of our life, we have time enough to come to awakening. Faced with such doubts, we include them, saying: “I am going ahead with my doubts.”


Doubt may also be associated with the withering away of our delusions and attachments. I remember a student who was working on the koan “Mu” telling me that his dreams were full of forests being destroyed and tumbling silently into the void. He would awaken terrified. I actually felt that what was happening for him was most promising and encouraged him to continue.


Doubt can also be associated with views such as: “I don’t deserve to awaken when there is so much suffering in the world.” To this I respond: “But your awakening is your birthright. You don’t have to deserve it any more than you have to deserve your life.”


Doubt fuels the Way. The deeper we go, the more our cherished ideas are brought into question. Notions like our identity and its substantiality, for example, begin to be less and less pressing.


In sesshin, the intensive meditation retreats of the Zen tradition, we get to test this. After a couple of days the notion of myself as a musician fades away at the edges of the moment. After sesshin, the musician role feels light, insubstantial, almost strange to take up again, and yet I do, in the spirit of play.


Deeper in, the soft avalanche of ideas that we once held dear continues. We reach a place where we’ve run out of ideas and are blocked: we really don’t know who we are. Whatever doubts arise about the validity or sensibleness of the enterprise at that time, we just plough them under and continue to ask, “Who am I?” regardless. It doesn’t make any sense to persist like this, we just do. Slowly we unite with the koan, and it with us: we become intimate. Like this, great doubt is becoming intimate with your koan.


The expression “great determination” means that we commit to awaken to who we truly are, regardless of difficulties and impediments. To this end, we bring the koan “Who am I?” into our life: sitting it, walking it, sleeping it. We keep returning to that koan, even though it makes no sense to return. We return regardless.


Realizing the Way is not simply a solo effort though. The Way beckons; the Way calls. What is the calling of the Way? Listen. Listen.


We try to break through to the Way, even as it receives us, and even indeed as it is us — as it always has been.


What Does It Mean to Resolve a Koan?


People often ask: “Is there a right answer to this koan? Did I get the right answer?” But “right answers” are not the point. If a koan is a question at all, it is a question without an answer. In an important way, there are no answers to genuine koans. However, this does not mean that a genuine koan does not have a resolution.


At the outset of koan work, the resolution of the koan is the experience of insight into your true nature. This is called kensho, or sometimes satori. Such an experience feels both ancient and as fresh as this moment. It confirms what has always been thus. While awakening is personal, it is recognizable in measure to someone who has had a corresponding experience. When a student comes to me with a genuine experience, it feels as if we are sitting together among the grasses and flowers of the same meadow. There is a sense of ease and inevitability, of being at home together.


The experience of awakening is akin to our “wedding” to the Way, while the long journey of working with subsequent koans corresponds to our marriage to it, which is to say, the unfolding of the Way as our lives. Deepening enlightenment serves to confirm an experience of awakening while widening its aperture. Subsequent koans are employed to move the student on from an awakening experience to prevent them from clinging to emptiness, a grasping which left unchecked poisons practice, as well as life.


Strategies for Working with the Koan “Who Am I?”


It may be helpful to shorten the question “Who am I?” to “Who?” It may likewise be helpful to cue “Who?” to your breath. Cuing the koan, or an abridged form of it, to your breath helps to disperse thoughts and thinking and enables you to settle more readily into the koan, while persistently asking the question raises your enquiring spirit, which is absolutely vital for your journey with the koan. You focus your enquiring spirit on the question as to who you truly are, just as a magnifying glass focuses the rays of the sun to create heat and, finally, fire.


The activity of the mind, especially our self-preoccupied thinking, makes up what the old master Wumen Huikai (1183–1260) called “the mind road.” We are all familiar with the mind road with its incessant traffic of planning, remembering, recreating the past, and obsessing about future events — which mostly don’t even eventuate! When we work with the koan “Who am I?” we don’t get into hand-to-hand combat with thinking; rather we cut off the trails of our thinking by breathing “Who?” and asking “Who am I?” And we continue to do this regardless. It is helpful not to get into blaming yourself when you lose track of the koan. As soon as you realize you are lost, you are home; then you seamlessly renew your questioning by asking: “Who am I?” or breathing “Who?” In this way you practice like rain falls or light moves across a wall over the course of a day.


You continue to deepen your questioning tirelessly to the extreme, regardless of whether you feel deep or shallow, confused or clear. You don’t need a pure deep place within in which to practice and awaken, and indeed awakening may occur when you are confused or overwhelmed by emotion — and certainly when you are least expecting it.
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HEART-MIND (xin Chinese; shin or kokoro, Japanese) has three basic meanings: the heart and its functions; mind and its functions; and center or essence. It is the last function of heart-mind — the encounter with our essential nature and the deepening and maturing of that experience — that koans primarily address. However, that is surely not exclusively the case. When we work with koans, we may detect profound changes in feeling, outlook, and engagement with the world, relating to all three meanings of “heart-mind.”


The way a koan acts on the heart-mind is mysterious, and if we work with koans in depth — if we engage intimately with them — then our life is changed in ways that have nothing to do with our wishing or willing. We are changed inwardly, as well as in our interactions with others and with the world at large. We find that we come from a different place, and though we look inwards to see what it is, it cannot be viewed. The deep source of our activity is out of reach of our perception and our conceptualizing mind. As Yu Daopo, the donut maker who lived in old China, said of her own awakening to the Way: “For ten thousand years the flowing spring does not know its source.”


The Dream, the Koan, and Synchronicity


Regarding the influence of koans on our heart-mind and in our lives, early in my Zen teaching career, I asked several of my students about the effects of koan study on their lives. I was especially interested in the relationship between particular koans that they were working on and how the themes of those koans might play out for them in their interactions with the world, or in their dreams. What I had in mind was Jung’s notion of synchronicity as the meaningful coincidence of similar or identical thoughts, dreams, or other events occurring at the same time in different places.


Dr. Mari Rhydwen’s response was her account of a dream that she had when working on the koan “Snow in a silver bowl,” that she called the Three Girls Dream. The reader is referred to Mari’s beautiful retelling of her dream and its relation to the koan in the appendix. At the conclusion of her account, Mari writes:




Returning to the koan of snow in a silver bowl, via other sisters and more snow, I was able to delight in the way that working with koans is part of a vast dance. It dances itself in dreams and in telephone calls just as much as in the dokusan room. I am reminded of Wumen’s Caution, “To treat each thought as realization is to trifle with your spirit.” There is danger here. Yet, like discovering that the ubiquitous parking spaces that come with years of zazen are a shared secret, there is a sense of sangha involved when the dance I thought I was dancing alone in the universe turns out to be choreographed to link an infinite cast across the boundary of dream and distance.





Mari gathers us all into that dance and shows us heart-mind, unbounded and limitlessly inclusive. I am grateful to her.


Although the koan of “Snow in a silver bowl” comes from our Chinese Chan heritage, our exploration of this koan in relation to dream tends to give it a Western home, especially as our explorations owe a debt to Carl Jung, who coined the term synchronicity and posited its connections to dreams. At the same time, towering in the background of any account of synchronicity is the I Ching, rooted in ancient Chinese traditions and based in a universe of acausal connection evoking intimacy across time and space on a scale that is fathomless beyond reckoning. As an afterthought, we might note the significance of the fact that Jung himself helped to introduce the I Ching to the West.


A Koan on the Theme of Synchronicity


When synchronicities occur, the web of interconnections lights up as emptiness allows. Synchronicities are like sparks from a great conflagration intimating the play of reality beneath and beyond our ordinary causal dualistic thinking.




What is that conflagration?





The Long-Term Effects of Sitting with the Same Koan


Some of my students have been sitting with their first koan for some twenty-five years. Although this may sound frustrating — and of course there is frustration — the changes to their lives over that time have been so marked and so much for the better: a thriving relationship after many earlier failed ones, academic success after very hard beginnings in life, and excellent parenthood after difficult childhood just to name a few. In several instances, although they have had awakening experiences, they have plowed them under and kept going with the same koan. In Korean Zen, practitioners customarily stay with the same koan for life, and I feel that this mode of koan work has much to recommend it.


The long-term effects of koan study on our lives include increasing intimacy with our circumstances: we find we can stay present in situations where we might have previously moved off out of fear. I am thinking of occasions where we must face up to criticism and be present and open to the fear and the shame that we feel. We can also be more readily there for others, even listening ourselves away as they tell their story or express their distress. In this manner, compassion is there for the asking.


Finally, we become more intimate with the world, which no longer feels like some painted backdrop to our fantasies of power and control. Rather, we breathe the world, sleep the world, walk the world, and finally die the world. Moreover, our life feels as though it has been let out at the seams; it feels edgeless and unbounded.


Genuine Awakening and Release from Suffering


The effects of genuine awakening are incalculable.


As I write in Dongshan’s Five Ranks: Keys to Enlightenment:




We can’t know in advance how we will awaken, any more than we can know how we will die. Each of us will die; not all of us will realize. Even if we do realize, it may not be as it is extravagantly described in books like The Three Pillars of Zen. Realization may arrive more like the dawn sun lighting a dark hill: picking out first a rock, then a tree, until, after much devoted practice, the entire slope is illuminated.


Or your realization may be sudden, unexpected, and revealing a reality that you never dreamed of, let alone glimpsed before. After the shock and joy come confidence and equanimity in their time. Something has opened that is alive and at ease. Its power and energy surface from unknowable depths, animating our action in the world. We are enlivened, and move others. We preach vigorously with our simple “Good morning,” and with our laughter, quickened by wind and sunshine. Our simplest acts — picking up a cup, listening attentively — touch and enliven others.





Bob Joyner, to whom I also addressed my question about the influence of koan work on his life, gives us a picture of how he was living his realization when he was a resident in Perth and doing koan work with me in the mid-90s. Here is an excerpt from his account, which can be found in the appendix:




Today, with still a way to go, I find myself integrating with much of what goes on around me. I love to travel on public transport, which provides glimpses of so many facets of my human nature. As trees and bushes in the garden, I shimmer in the wind. At the zendo and going to the deli I flow as traffic down the Great Eastern Highway. I live with a general acceptance of people and circumstance without judging. This doesn’t happen perfectly or continuously or ideally — and may never — but that is why I continue with daily zazen and endeavor to push along with koan work as best I can. I guess that will always be the case.





With realization, the world walks through our heart, as our heart, and we experience freedom from the mean-spirited, self-centered thinking and activity that close us down and make us unavailable to others. With realization, in measure, we find release from suffering, from the pain and distress resulting from our deluded views about the nature of our self and our relation to the world. Moreover, our suffering is carried differently, if we can speak of it being carried at all. Finally, we may be less afraid of our own dying and more concerned about the death of those we love.


Withal, we get to experience liberation, and compassion and empathy for suffering beings are there for the asking. When it’s like this, we can say with Shakespeare’s Juliet:
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