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INTRODUCTION


A GENERIC ZEN MASTER on a mountain top—when I began doing koan work in my formative years of Zen training, this is how I generally perceived the Chinese Zen masters whose paradoxical teachings I was trying to break open. All the major Zen koans are based on the insights of Chinese teachers who lived primarily between the sixth and tenth centuries. These teachers were, for me, shadowy figures with strange names—sometimes Chinese, sometimes Japanese, depending on which source I was reading—and they were seemingly devoid of individuality, life history, and societal context. To be sure, there was biographical material on them in the various koan books I was using, largely presented in the commentaries on the koans, written by modern Zen masters. But the biographies didn’t mean much to me, since I knew little about Chinese history and geography and had no interest then in finding out more because—well, working through the koans was hard enough.


All of this began to change as I moved more deeply into koan study and especially after I began to teach. In the spring of 2001, faced with the daunting task as a new teacher of having to write four talks for the annual weeklong summer retreat of New York City–based Still Mind Zendo, which I founded and where I am now co-resident teacher, I hit upon the idea of focusing on just one of the Chinese masters who had appeared in the koan texts I had worked on. The first one I chose was the ninth-century master Deshan Xuanjian (J. Tokusan Senkan), because the koans that came out of his teachings seemed to reveal an interesting figure. I decided to present Deshan’s insights in the context of his life story, which I pieced together from biographies in the koan texts and personal research—and then filled in a bit using my imagination. I connected Deshan’s teachings and life story to the practice challenges and life issues faced by those attending the retreat at which I was teaching about him. In subsequent years I chose a different Chinese master for each of my summer retreat talks, and it is these talks that I have adapted into this book. Accordingly, though grounded in the facts as known by scholars, I encourage the reader to meet this book not as a work of scholarship but as Zen teaching expressed through the life stories of these ancestors.


What I discovered is that these men (and sadly, it is indeed only men who are represented in what has for centuries been the official Zen record) were not formed from a generic mold but individuals with interesting quirks, senses of humor, heartfelt enlightenment experiences, varied ways of living, and unique ways of expressing the Dharma. In other words I discovered that they were each human. I discovered, for example, that Dajian Huineng (J. Daikan Eno) was an animal rights advocate of sorts; that Mazu Daoyi (J. Baso Doitsu) had a rough-and-tumble personality; that Shitou Xiqian (J. Sekito Kisen) had been a hermit for a large part of his life; that Deshan, in his early years, was a man of high drama. I learned that Zhaozhou Congshen (J. Joshu Jushin), enlightened at an early age, did not become the master of his own (miserably cold) monastery until well into his eighties; that Linji Yixuan (J. Rinzai Gigen), later known for exploding all the “Zen rules,” had been in his early years a strict fundamentalist; and that Xuefeng Yicun (J. Seppo Gison) had been an utter failure as a Zen student. Yes! I discovered that these men were human, not the rarified, superhuman beings I had always imagined them to be. And I discovered that it was their humanity that could teach us as much as the words they spoke. It was their humanity that brought their teachings to life, gave the teachings freshness, and, above all, offered encouragement. Being familiar with their humanity allowed me to know with confidence that if they could do it, so can I, so can you—so can we! Isn’t that what Zen encouragement is all about? These great teachers have all certainly encouraged me. They opened and continue to open my limited vision. They taught me and continue to teach me about different ways of seeing into the true nature of reality. They strengthened and continue to strengthen my determination and my practice.


Knowing the life stories of these masters not only enriched my experience of their teaching but also sparked a deeper understanding of their social and political environments, as well as their connection to one another. The Dharma, after all, is not a static entity. It is life, and just like life, the Dharma evolves in the context of the times in which it is practiced and builds on all that came before. So it is important to know, for example, that Zen was greatly influenced by the nature-based, Chinese Tao te Ching and the ethical teachings of Confucius, that it began to be formalized during a brutal and savage period of strife in Chinese history, and that in many ways the Dharma of Shakyamuni Buddha in the fourth century BCE was not the same as the Dharma in China more than a thousand years later—although both point to the heart of the Great Matter of life and death. It was expressed differently a thousand years later, because the Dharma, while fundamentally unchanged, is always changing and always evolving.


In addition, just as it is important for Americans to know that Lincoln came after Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, and was influenced by each, it is important for us as Zen practitioners to know that Mazu preceded Linji, that Zhaozhou was Mazu’s Dharma grandson, and that Huineng was the Zen ancestor of us all. For just as Lincoln evolved from—and used—the insights of Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, each Zen ancestor built upon the insights of those who came before. Tracing how these interconnections and linkages developed from generation to generation of Chinese teachers offers today’s Zen practitioner invaluable context. Knowing, for instance, that Huineng’s “not one thing exists” led to Mazu’s “ordinary mind is the Way,” which led to Zhaozhou’s famous Mu, helps us to see more clearly into the essence of Mu, the first koan in the book of koans known as The Gateless Gate (Wumenguan in Chinese and Mumonkan in Japanese). It also helps us to see that our own insight is born out of this unbroken line of Zen Buddhist teachers and that we—yes, we—are also part of the evolving Dharma.


Knowing the history of our Zen ancestors—knowing what difficulties and obstacles they overcame in order to see clearly, being aware of their intense determination and unrelenting discipline, understanding their relationships with one another, seeing the uniqueness of each one’s teaching, knowing a little about the times they lived in—is, it seems to me, indispensable for anyone seriously interested in Zen. Grasping the essence of any koan or Zen teaching is greatly helped by knowing who the person was who originally expressed that teaching. The great teachers of the ages are appreciated far more when we know their history. Jesus did not teach in a generic land during some vague period; he taught in a particular land at a particular time. The same can be said for Shakyamuni Buddha. In modern times, we must place Gandhi in modern-day India and Martin Luther King Jr. in the American Deep South in order to appreciate their insights. Why should this not be true of the great Zen ancestors?


We miss so much when we disembody the Zen masters, reducing them only to their preserved teachings. More significantly, we run the risk of separating the insights of the Zen ancestors from our own lives if we separate the ancestors from theirs. “Zen is your life. Appreciate your life,” taught Taizan Maezumi Roshi, the founder of the White Plum Asanga. And indeed Zen was life for these teachers. Not to know about their lives is to miss a great deal of their splendid Dharma.


I BEGIN THIS BOOK with the four foundational masters whose teachings made Zen what it is today: Bodhidharma, Huineng, Mazu, and Shitou. The first, Bodhidharma, was an Indian Buddhist monk who early in the sixth century brought the essence of meditation, or chan (zen in Japanese), to China. His history is murky, often shrouded in legend, and key dates in his life are uncertain, but recent discoveries by Zen scholars such as Andy Ferguson and modern Chinese researchers are revealing more clues that seem to contradict the popularly accepted version of Bodhidharma’s life. A thirteenth-century text has him arriving in China as a rather elderly man in 527 and meeting with Emperor Wu—a famous encounter at the heart of Zen Buddhist lore—shortly after that. However, the earliest record, Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks, has Bodhidharma arriving in China on or before the year 475, a date that some scholars say is more reliable since, according to Ferguson, Continued Biographies was written “perhaps only 130 years or so after Bodhidharma lived.” Under this scenario, Bodhidharma could not have met the emperor upon his arrival, since Wu did not ascend the throne until 502. Instead, it would have taken place at a later date. I base my chapter on this timeline because it makes the most sense to me.


Skipping four generations of teachers whose recorded history is slim, I come to Huineng, the great sixth patriarch, out of whom, it is said, all Zen flows. His personal story and teaching are compiled in what is known as the Platform Sutra, a work that modern scholarship has pretty much determined was written by one of his disciples after the master’s death. His life is described in embellished, almost mythic, terms in the richly detailed biography that opens the work, but myths hold much truth, and his story, as recounted by the monk who wrote it, contains splendid teaching, while the purported lectures of the master that make up the bulk of the text remain part of Zen’s fundamental teachings. The Platform Sutra made Huineng a deeply respected figure in not only Zen Buddhism but Tibetan Buddhism as well, and later generations of Chinese teachers traced all Zen lines back to him.


Huineng’s Dharma grandsons, Mazu and Shitou, each spawned successors who were to develop what came to be known later as the Five Schools of Zen, two of which exist to this day: the Linji (J. Rinzai) school, formed by Mazu’s Dharma great-grandson Linji, and the Caodong (J. Soto) school, formed by Shitou’s Dharma great-grandson Dongshan Lingjie (J. Tozan Ryokai). Three other masters described in this book developed such distinctive ways of teaching that they were designated as founders of Zen schools that carried their names, though these schools eventually died out as their teachings were absorbed into the Rinzai and Soto schools. The founders of these three schools are Guishan Lingyou (J. Isan Reiyu), Fayan Wenyi (J. Hogen Bun’eki), and Yunmen Wenyan (J. Ummon Bun’en).


Deshan is part of the story not only because Yunmen and Fayan, as well as Xuefeng (whose early years of “failing” at Zen offer us much encouragement), were all his Dharma descendants, but also because Deshan was a colorful personality, to say the least. Finally, no book on the Golden Age Zen masters would be complete without Zhaozhou, another great-grandson of Mazu, because of the depth and breadth of his insight. Zhaozhou has twenty koans in the The Gateless Gate and The Blue Cliff Record alone; his teachings survived, even though he did not found a Zen school, because of their directness and simplicity.


I have touched on the lives and teachings of twelve masters. But it is my hope that being introduced to some of Zen’s Chinese ancestors in this way will encourage readers to approach other ancestors in a similar fashion—to take what is known of their lives and imagine what was not recorded. There are several excellent sources one can use, but Andy Ferguson’s book Zen’s Chinese Heritage certainly stands out. While I examine only a few of the major figures of Zen’s Chinese years, Ferguson presents all of them and provides fine samples of their teachings. In addition, The Roaring Stream, edited by Nelson Foster and Jack Shoemaker, is another collection of writings by the major Chinese masters that offers today’s practitioners easy access to their teachings.


Finally, this book is based on scholarly sources and historical records, but most of these historical records do not necessarily present historical facts in the way we think of facts. The early records of the Chinese masters were written by others to preserve and pass on the essence of a particular teacher, primarily the essence of his teaching. Biography was not an important concern and, as such, played a minor role in the records. In addition, biographical details were not always factual and were often tailored to fit a particular Zen master after he had passed away. What was important to the biographer was the essence of his subject and the subject’s teaching. It would be helpful for the reader to approach these teachers in the same way.


To tie this book together, I have intertwined Dharma reflections of my own, based on my years as a Zen student and a Zen teacher. The result, I hope, is a presentation of Zen insight vividly relevant for the twenty-first century, addressing both the needs of longtime Zen practitioners and those new to the way of Zen. Knowing that it is easier to digest and retain information that comes through storytelling, I have strived to present the history and teaching of each ancestor as a story and, in this way, to bring each of these seminal masters to life in such a way that their teachings can be heard afresh, with new ears.


For me, these great teachers are no longer generic Zen masters on a mountain top. Rather, they are now my friends, fellow travelers, and above all encouragers in the Dharma, whom I have grown not only to know and respect but also to love. It is my hope that readers of this book will come to see them in the same way.


In light of all this, I can say quite certainly that the Chinese Zen masters are alive and well and teaching today.







1. BODHIDHARMA
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NO KNOWING STANDS HERE


ZEN IS ABOUT EXPLORATION of the unknown. It is about leaving the safety of one’s accumulated mind-based knowledge and its sense of certainty, and moving ever so slowly into the unknowable, unimaginable experience of “absolute” or “essential” reality, which is none other than one’s very self. Exploration of the unknown is never easy, whether it is physical travel to a new land, psychological travel into the complex layers of one’s psyche, or travel into the limitless mystery of one’s essential self. It requires a strong sense of longing to find or realize “something other” than that which is familiar. It requires willpower, focus, discipline, and determination. It requires facing fears and proceeding regardless. It requires faith. It requires resolve.


Such an exploration, then, such a journey, could have no better metaphor than the sea voyage undertaken by the man who brought the essence of what came to be called Chan (Zen in Japanese) from India to China. His name is Bodhidharma, and though his history is unclear, one characteristic seems to stand out: Bodhidharma did not turn away from the unknown—he sailed right into it.


The earliest record tells us that around the year 475, a Buddhist monk in his early thirties, born into privilege as the son of an Indian rajah, crossed the sea from India to China. Bodhidharma’s voyage took three years. Nothing much has been written by scholars about this voyage, primarily because there is very little documentation of it, but we have the freedom to look at the trip imaginatively and learn a great deal from it for our own journey of self-discovery. Lacking details, it is easy to have the impression that Bodhidharma sailed across effortlessly and without challenge. But did he? What about perilous seas, pirates, unfamiliar languages, strange lands, and different customs? Who was there in China to encourage him? There were no teachers around, no family, and no servants. He was young and he was alone. Was he scared? Did he feel lost? It is hard to imagine that he did not. Could romantic visions that he might have formed in India about the Buddha Way have crashed mightily on such a journey? Could he have had doubts about his desire to bring the essence of the Dharma to China, doubts about his capability to carry it out, and perhaps even doubts about the Dharma itself? Surely he must have lost his compass more than once. One is reminded of Andre Gide’s words: “In order to discover new lands, one must be willing to lose sight of the shore for a very long time.”


Bodhidharma surely lost sight of the shore, both literally and figuratively, for a very long time. Do we lose sight on our journeys of selfdiscovery? Are there not times when we too feel lost, alone, and scared? Is our faith in, and our longing for, an intangible “something” often battered by doubt? Don’t our romantic visions of enlightenment often become confused? If so, perhaps we can find determination and resolve in Bodhidharma’s journey across the sea. Perhaps we can find in his journey the courage to steer ourselves ever deeper into the perilous waters of our own particular unknowns, just as he did. Bodhidharma did not turn back, even though he did not know what lay ahead. And for us, the sooner we discover the fruits of moving forward through the unknowns of our own explorations—accepting that true awakening is never an easy journey—the sooner turning back will become impossible.


Recent scholarly discoveries, as well as the earliest records, indicate that Bodhidharma was born around the year 440 in the southern Indian kingdom of Palava. He was a member of the warrior class, the third son of the ruler of that kingdom, and at a young age he developed a deep interest in the Buddha Way. This is why his father invited the great Mahayana Buddhist teacher Prajnatara, the twenty-seventh Indian ancestor of the Zen lineage, to travel from the northeastern Buddhist heartland of Magadah to instruct his son.


Prajnatara’s name means “pearl of wisdom,” and he had received that name from his own teacher because of his deep insight into the nonduality, or Oneness, of all that exists. He had realized that essential or absolute reality is One, and that this One is expressed as everything, experienced as everything. We, then, are not separate from One—it is us. In “just this moment” we are complete—all we have to do is realize this startling truth. Now, these are encouraging words for those of us who long to discover who we really are, as they no doubt were for the young prince. We don’t become the reality or truth of who we are. Rather, we awaken to the truth of who we already are, a truth hidden from us by our ignorant ego-mind. Such awakening cannot be understood with this ego-mind, it can only be experienced when that mind is still, when all separations (or discriminations as Zen calls them) drop away and we fully realize that everything, including our ignorant ego-mind, is one essential reality. As Bodhidharma later wrote in a work attributed to him called the Bloodstream Sermon, “to search for enlightenment or nirvana beyond this mind is impossible.” In other words, Oneness is not something outside of us—it is us.


This is the prajna, or wisdom, that Prajnatara allowed to rise up in his gifted student, letting him proceed slowly until he had grasped the principle of nonduality for himself and awakened to the truth. After this awakening, the young prince requested ordination as a Buddhist monk and received the name Bodhidharma (“Awakened Teaching”). Prajnatara then encouraged him to leave India and bring his innate wisdom and noble spirit to the vast regions of China. So it was that Bodhidharma left his homeland and set out for unknown lands to the northeast. He sailed from the southern port of Mahabalipuram, traveling across the Indian Ocean (at that time the overland route between India and China was blocked by the Huns), with presumed stops at various ports in such modern-day countries as Burma, Thailand, Malaysia, and Cambodia. He arrived in China around the year 475.


AT THIS TIME, Buddhism in China was thriving, having been brought from India through overland routes during the first century. In the northern kingdom, more than five thousand Buddhist temples flourished, while in the southern kingdom there were about two thousand. Emphasis in these early years of Buddhism in China was on doctrines, philosophical discussion, rituals, the building of monasteries, and the copying and translating of texts, although meditation, the heart of the Buddha Way, was certainly practiced and taught by these early monks. The Indian “Sutra on Concentration by Practicing Respiratory Exercises” was translated into Chinese during the second century, and chan became the Chinese character for the Sanskrit word dhyana (meditation), though the popular notion of meditation was that it produced magical powers.


The Chinese were especially attracted to the wisdom teachings (the Prajnaparamita sutras) of Mahayana Buddhism. A major reason for this was that these teachings found special affinity with the Chinese wisdom of the Tao te Ching of Lao Tzu (written about a thousand years earlier, around the time of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha) and the writings of the fourth-century sage Chuang Tzu. It is easy to see this affinity because even today the Tao resonates strongly with Zen practitioners. Heinrich Dumoulin, in an excellent chapter on early Buddhism in China in his book Zen Buddhism: A History, India and China, also tells us that the naturalistic spirit of Taoism found deep connection with the Mahayanist sutras (Buddhist scriptures). “Where the Indians had been inhibited by their agonizing struggle for salvation, the Chinese, who desired nothing so much as to penetrate the secrets of nature, were attracted to Taoist-Buddhist naturalism.” All in all, Buddhism and Taoism connected. As Dumoulin writes, “The fusion of Mahayana metaphysics and the Chinese view of life was so complete that the borderlines between influence and originality can no longer be clearly defined.”


So this is the China in which Bodhidharma landed when he arrived at the southern port of Nanhai somewhere around 475, with his teaching of “pointing to mind.” Being Indian, he must have stood out among the Chinese teachers, not only because he looked different and was a Buddhist from India, the country of Buddhism’s origin, but also because the Dharma he spoke about must have sounded so extreme. Bodhidharma taught direct experience of absolute reality, while the Chinese Buddhist teachers were primarily concerned with philosophical discussion about absolute reality.


Virtually nothing definitive is known about Bodhidharma’s activities during his early years in China. Presumably he took time to learn Chinese and become accustomed to his new landscape, but what happened to him during the first fifteen or twenty years in his adopted country is unclear. One thing does stand out, however: he seems to have been extraordinarily patient. I mean, if you were sent on a mission by your revered teacher, could you spend up to twenty years in obscurity without trying to do something—without trying to become well known, trying to find students, trying to get a publicist? (Bodhidharma probably did teach during this time, but since no record of such teaching exists we can assume his teaching was not very extensive, or at least it didn’t take hold in people.) What an example this period of his life can set for us. It shows us that we too must learn to develop patience and not be in a hurry; that we do not need results in order to trust that we are on the right path; that we too must develop confidence in ourselves by simply being open, being attentive, and allowing events to unfold in their own time—which, after all, is the only time in which they can unfold. But all this is difficult, for to live this way is to live counter to immense societal forces that constantly demand from us immediate success, immediate results, with no room allowed for slow maturation. It takes courage, confidence, and sheer determination not to get sucked under by such forces, and that is why the discipline that Zen offers is essential.


The first indication we have of Bodhidharma’s whereabouts after his arrival in China is from Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks, a seventh-century text by the monk Dao Xuan, which placed him near the northern kingdom city of Luoyang between the years 485 and 497. (As noted in the introduction to this book, recent scholarly discoveries by Andy Ferguson and others offer a possible account of Bodhidharma’s activities from this time on; it is this account I will be following for the rest of this chapter.) During this time, tradition says Bodhidharma chose to live among “peaks and caves” on nearby Mount Song, the central peak of China’s sacred mountains. Perhaps this is because, as Ferguson surmises, he feared the Buddhist establishment, which was closely allied to the northern imperial court, and which did not look kindly on iconoclastic teachers. Some Buddhist and Taoist temples already existed on Mount Song (although not, as is widely held, Shaolin Temple—still active to this day—which was not built until a decade later), but Bodhidharma did not join them. Rather, he chose to live for six years (some texts say nine) on Mount Song, in a cave facing a wall, thus becoming known as the Indian Brahmin Who Faces a Wall.


Bodhidharma is well known for this wall facing, but the significance of his choice to do this can easily elude us, given the context of his mission from his teacher. This Indian brahmin, this holy man, sat facing a wall for six years—and that is all he did. He didn’t work at getting a name for himself or developing a profile or getting influence. The confidence of his choice is almost breathtaking. And just what was this “wall facing”? What was he doing? He was doing nothing—other than disappearing, so to speak, allowing his ignorant ego-mind to drop off. Once again, he was opening into the unknown—just as he had done when he chose to leave his homeland. Such risk-taking, leaving the safety of mental certainties for exploration of the unknown, is the true work of meditation, for it is the only way one can realize one’s essential reality. But does one have to be in a cave to face a wall? Does one even have to have a wall to face a wall? What is it that one faces when one faces the wall? Who is it facing the wall? And just what is the wall? These questions are up to each of us to resolve.


Bodhidharma did, however, attract some attention. Buddhist and Taoist seekers came to these mountains and some of them were eventually drawn to him. His first documented disciple was a man named Seng Fu who stayed with him until sometime around 495, at which time Seng Fu moved south to Nanjing. Bodhidharma’s other known student, Huike, was the man who would become the second Chinese patriarch (for although Bodhidharma was an Indian, he is considered to be the first Chinese patriarch). Huike had assiduously studied Buddhist teachings but he was still not satisfied. Even after many years of searching— he was into middle age by this time—something was still not resolved for Huike. And here he models for us another basic Zen tenet: we must seek, we must practice, and we must strive, until we resolve the Great Matter, as Zen calls it. Someone else’s resolution (often presented in the form of books and lectures) will not suffice. Through determined Zen practice we must each resolve the Great Matter of life and death for ourselves, no matter how long it takes. And that is why Huike’s awakening, as tradition tells it, is so encouraging. It is one of the great Zen stories of all time. It is perhaps the ultimate Zen story of determination.


In his search, Huike heard of the wall-gazing brahmin from India and traveled to Bodhidharma’s cave on Mount Song. But Bodhidharma wanted nothing of this seeker. Even though it was a cold and snowy day in December, Bodhidharma would not let him enter, calling out to Huike that he, Huike, was shallow and arrogant, with little wisdom—in other words, not up to the task. Bodhidharma sure was a tough fellow, wasn’t he? No wonder he had virtually no disciples. But he had met his match, for Huike was equally tough. As he stood, rejected, shivering in the snow, he took a knife and cut off his arm to show how he would do anything to awaken—and, the story goes, his blood dripped on the white snow. On seeing this, Bodhidharma realized the man’s strength and resolve, and accepted him as his student.


Zen is hard. To wake up to the truth of who we really are is difficult. Many people come to this practice with great enthusiasm, but when they begin to see how challenging it is, they say, “this is not what I bargained for,” and, sadly, walk away. Realization cannot happen without a strong desire to awaken and it cannot happen without sacrifice. Only one who has struggled with his or her own inner torments can fully appreciate Huike’s intense and desperate need to see clearly. The teaching here is that such intense need must be there and it can only be fulfilled through struggle and sacrifice. To die to self, which is what waking up is all about, means that metaphorically our blood, just as Huike’s, must be spilled on fresh snow. Dying to self so that we can see clearly is very painful. How intense is your need to see clearly?


Once in front of the master, Huike pinpointed the source of his angst, angst so intense that he had been willing to cut off his arm. He said, “I have studied, I have read, I have dedicated myself to becoming awake, but my mind is not yet at peace. Bring me peace, master.” In other words: “Something doesn’t fit. There is still a hole inside of me. I am not complete. Help me.” And Bodhidharma replied: “Well, bring me your mind and I will set it at peace.” What a brilliant response. He didn’t deny the mind, and he didn’t deny the torment, the truth of Huike’s experience of not being at peace. Like the Buddha, Bodhidharma approached the problem scientifically: “Bring me your mind,” he said, “and I will set it at peace.” So Huike set about looking, really exhaustively searching, for his mind. After some time he came back and said, “I’ve searched everywhere for my mind but my mind is unfindable.” “Then,” said Bodhidharma, “I have set it at peace.”


Huike stayed with his teacher for eight years. He became the second Chinese Zen patriarch, spending most of his rather obscure life teaching in the streets of the capital city, Yedu, and eventually passing on the Dharma (teaching) to his student Sengcan, who became the third Chinese patriarch in the Zen lineage.


“My mind is not at peace. Please bring me peace.”


What about you? Are you also seeking to put your mind at peace? Are you trying to outrun something, change something, become something, achieve something, know something, awaken to something? Is your mind, too, not at peace? Why not follow Bodhidharma’s advice? Look for your mind. What do you find? Do you find your mind? Or do you find “just this”?


AROUND 495, the emperor of the northern kingdom moved his court to Luoyang and soon after began the construction of Shaolin Temple on Mount Song. This seems to have been the catalyst for the anti-institutional Bodhidharma to leave his cave, cross the Yangtze River (on a reed, tradition tells us) and move to the southern kingdom, possibly to be near his disciple Seng Fu in Nanjing, capital of the Qi dynasty that ruled in the south. It was during this time that the famous meeting between Bodhidharma and Emperor Wu (which comes to us as the first koan in The Blue Cliff Record) probably took place. Emperor Wu had ascended the throne of southern China in 502 and, according to Andy Ferguson, “his long rule, from 502–549, saw an intimate connection between Buddhism and the imperial throne hardly matched by any other era of Chinese history.” Though Ferguson opens up the possibility that Wu may have used Buddhism to enhance his imperial power, there is no doubt that he was an ardent Buddhist. He “lived in a single room without furniture at the rear of the palace, sleeping on a plain mat on the ground, spending much of his time studying the scriptures.” He supported Buddhist monasteries, built temples, and had texts translated. Bodhidharma’s radical teaching surely must have come to his attention, and this is why the Indian monk was invited for an audience at court—though why Bodhidharma decided to shake off his distrust of power and accept the invitation is unclear. Perhaps his disciple Seng Fu persuaded him to go, or perhaps he saw that the emperor’s interest in Buddhism was genuine. No matter, the important thing is that he went. The meeting has become part of Buddhist lore.


As the story goes, Bodhidharma stood before the emperor, who said to him: “Since coming to the throne, I’ve had temples built, sutras translated, monks ordained. Tell me, what merit have I gained?” “No merit at all,” replied Bodhidharma. What astonishment that must have caused— to stand in front of the emperor and tell him he had gained no merit. The twelfth-century commentary on this in The Blue Cliff Record says: “He threw dirty water on the emperor right away.” To his great credit, the emperor did not have Bodhidharma thrown out, but asked, “Why no merit?” This was a legitimate question, since “merit” for one’s good deeds was very much part of the Buddhist teaching the emperor had been taught. “These works of merit are all illusions and are not real,” Bodhidharma replied. Again, the emperor must have been stopped in his tracks but continued to remain engaged. He asked a logical question: “So what is the meaning, then, of the holy truths?” Bodhidharma replied: “Vast emptiness. Nothing holy.” Dumbfounded, the emperor asked, “Who is this who stands before me?” “I don’t know,” was the reply.


Let’s examine this famous exchange, for it offers parallels for our own lives. “What merit have I gained?” Surely this is a familiar question for us, as well as the emperor. If I sit in meditation, if I put in my hours, if I do service at the zendo, if I study, if I work on koans, if I impress the teacher, I will surely gain something, right? I will surely achieve something, right? No, I will not gain or achieve anything: no gain, no merit. So then we might ask, “If there is nothing to gain, why do it at all? Why go through all this Zen madness? Why sit? Why practice?” And there is no answer that anyone can give us, only the answer we arrive at on our own, just as Emperor Wu was left to determine his own answer for himself. How do we find our answer, though? By practicing zazen, or sitting meditation. There is no other way. For it is only through the practice of stilling the mind through meditation that we can answer the questions that Bodhidharma’s responses raise. As The Blue Cliff Record says, “If you can grasp this statement ‘no merit’ you can meet Bodhidharma face to face.” “What, then, is the holy teaching?” we ask, along with the emperor. “What is it that I’m supposed to be seeking? What is holiness, what is goodness, what is the mystery?” No holiness, no teaching, no goodness, no mystery, Bodhidharma ultimately tells us. Just emptiness. “But what is emptiness?” The only way to find out is to practice and realize that it is everything.
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