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“A grounded and refreshing exploration of the awakening path. Myozan reminds us to never separate from the people, landscape, and spiritual imagination. We embody looking, feeling and experiencing to be where we are and nowhere else. What could be better than always practicing in relationship with a courageous intimacy that serves others? Get this gorgeous book.”


—KOSHIN PALEY ELLISON, Zen teacher and author of Untangled: Walking the Eightfold Path to Clarity, Courage, and Compassion


“Have you ever dreamed about pouring yourself a cup of coffee and sitting down for a Dharma discussion with a Zen teacher? Get your coffee ready because these clear, digestible Dharma teachings are the perfect way to start, end, or give a noontime boost to your day. You may find yourself more in tune with your coworkers, a bit more open to life’s challenges, and perhaps even humming a bar or two as you look in awe at the empty realm of the sky.”


—TENKU RUFF, OSHO, former president and current ethics committee chair of the Soto Zen Buddhist Association


“Offers a powerful call to honor Zen traditions while holding them up to the light of our particular places and times. Myozan’s embrace of the unique challenges and joys of embodying Zen in Ireland holds wisdom for anyone focused on how to practice Zen now.”


—BEN CONNELLY, Soto Zen priest and author of Inside the Grass Hut: Living Shitou’s Classic Zen Poem
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It is never apart from you right where you are. 


What use is there going off here and there to practice?


—Master Dōgen
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THE ORIGINAL PRACTICE OF the Buddha under the Bodhi Tree, the treasure of naked and unadorned sitting, was transmitted from India to China, from China to Japan, and during the past century, it has reached our Western world. This treasure is within everyone’s reach, yet few understand it and live its vibrant unfolding. While it only takes our human body and our life as it is to discover it, at the same time the practice, which is an endless journey of letting go after letting go, is one of the most difficult.


In Zen sitting, or zazen, we stop everything. We let go of everything, especially any form of holiness and its stench. We forget everything about Buddhism. We remain open in openness. That’s all. As Sekito Kisen points out, “the original master is present and resides neither in the South, nor in the North, nor in the East, nor in the West.” There is no place to stay, no host to entertain; the light naturally returns to its source and reflects everywhere. We don’t even worry about it: we simply let the light turn around and reflect, as has been expressed by all the ancients since the Buddha. Letting body and mind return to the great treasure of light and abandoning all concerns there, as Ejo expressed it, is in itself the art of sitting Zen, the path of silent illumination. The hook of questions is no longer cast toward the world but in the direction of the source from which it arises. The answer that we truly are illuminates itself. And we no longer give in to escape or search; everything is welcomed with a heart of equanimity. We do not seek to be the raindrop trickling down the window, the engine rattling, the shouts of children playing, the barking of a dog, light and shadow around us, colors and shapes, smells and tastes; inside, outside, and in between all collapse, and we have nothing to do with it. We realize that we are sitting far beyond this skin bag, and sometimes the body straightens and relaxes on its own, without our decision. Everything is welcomed here, without judgment or preference, and without cultivating or holding on to anything. We grasp nothing, we reject nothing. It is because we abandon all ideas about sitting Zen that it accomplishes itself. 


It is important to cultivate a mind that does not dwell. A thousand thoughts whirl around; a serene and calm sky extends endlessly: it’s all the same. Sometimes thoughts get lost and dissolve like birds leaving no trace. Sometimes, like clouds, we observe thoughts and let them free themselves and dissolve on their own. We always wake up from a waking dream and simply return. Again and again, we return. Sometimes attention rests in the palm of the left hand, sometimes it follows the breath in the abdomen, or it dwells nowhere, but is simply attentive to the sitting body as it is. Sometimes the half-closed eyes in front of us contemplate distant mountains without fixing or grasping; sometimes the eyes close, and it’s the sound of things and the song of beings that the ears contemplate. Zazen, which is the universe manifested as it is, zazen that fills the universe, cannot be manufactured; in the renunciation of doing, true action arises. The full moon of sitting has no concerns or particular thoughts to cultivate; it appears on its own: it is zazen that sits us. As it is said: Collect a little water in the hollow of your palms, and the moon is in your hands; play with the flower, and its fragrance will scent your clothes.


It is increasingly evident to me that when we simply let ourselves be lived by the universe and its dynamic unfolding, without controlling, grasping, or manipulating it, life becomes much easier. We end up living what is, suchness and only that, abandoning the chimeras forged by yesterday’s dreams and nightmares, free from any hope or judgment. At least, that is my experience, or rather, what passes through me in a wonder filled with humor, gentleness, extravagance, and energy as well. The matrix of this is the zazen of the buddhas and patriarchs, free from any trace, any form of judgment, the play of identifications, and especially so clear when it reveals the extent of our own self-delusion. The essential is always not to take oneself too seriously. I am merely a mirage and will soon disappear. What carries and animates me, and animates each of you, is ineffable. It does not belong to me or you, nor to space or time, yet it bears the ten thousand faces of both. The reality of Indra’s net unfolds the fabric of interactions and the still dance. Here, it is before any thought or belief.


I met the one I would give the name Myozan—the wonderful mountain, the mountain of zazen—online, some twenty years ago. I was already living in Japan at that time. As often happens, the one who knocked at my door had been announced, and meeting him felt like an inevitability: I immediately recognized him as a brother, a son, and much more. We then began a Dharma relationship of several years, during which we met on several sesshins in Belgium and the United States, and had frequent exchanges during dokusan, where the key moments of the lineage transmission were pondered. Two happy cows in a vast green meadow—until the time came to transmit what cannot be transmitted. Myozan received Dharma transmission from my empty hands and became my successor. Indeed, there is no master, because no one arrives or reaches anywhere; those who adorn themselves with titles and hats have lost the plot. There is no greater power than abandoning all power, no truer authority than infinitely surrendering to things as they are, stripping away everything, again and again. This is the heart of the practice of zazen, letting go of body and mind.


May you find in these pages the inspiration that leads you to the cushion and to your true face.
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After many years of teaching in France and England, Pierre Taïgu Turlur Rōshi moved to Japan in 2006. Originally a student of literature and philsophy, Taïgu has been practicing Sōtō Zen for nearly fifty years, and he received Dharma transmission in 2002 in the lineage of Niwa Zenji. His students and heirs teach in Europe, the United States, and Asia, and he has published numerous books in French on Buddhism and its Zen expression.
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THIS BOOK HAS GROWN out of almost thirty years of Zen practice. Unknown to myself, I have been following the advice of Uchiyama Kōshō Rōshi: “Sit silently for at least ten years. Then, after ten years, sit for another ten years. And then, after twenty years, sit anew for another ten years.”1 If you are lucky to live long enough, you should go back to the start of Uchiyama Rōshi’s advice and begin again. There is no end to this joyous practice.


But to keep going—or even to start—we need some inspiration. I hope some of the meditations in this book will prove that inspiration for you. Although the book can be read in any order, the work is divided into a series of four sections. Starting out by looking at zazen itself, it moves on to look at the ethical life and the role of ritual in Zen, before considering my own practice in its unique time and place. Each short chapter has its main point highlighted at the start, as a kind of meditation in its own right. 


The beating heart of Zen is silent sitting. But practice is realized away from the meditation cushion through ethical action and through the lived wisdom that all things are interconnected. This wisdom is based on a larger understanding of what constitutes the self. As our days become weeks and months, the liturgical unfolding of each year offers a vessel for our practice that sustains and inspires it. Zazen itself is the purest of all rituals. And all around it, in a supporting role, are the rituals of birth and death, renewal and dissolution. These rites and practices come up from the very soil we stand on. The rhythm of the place where we find ourselves is the true rhythm of our practice.




So, my Zen flowers in the time in which I live and in the place where I am. It was no different for the great ancestors of the Zen tradition. And it is no different for you. Where else can you begin your journey other than where you are now? What other life can you live, other than this life that is yours? I hope some of the teachings in this book help to clarify these ancient truths for you; that they help you orient yourself in the swirling, turning of your days and to see anew that everything you need is already with you. If you sit down and come home to yourself, your Dharma eye will inevitably open. The whole world will be transformed into what it always was to begin with.


Apart from those important people this book is dedicated to, I would also like to express my gratitude to the tanto at Dublin Zen Centre, Hōdo Gomoku, and the shuso, Kōzan Kokai. Without their constant hard work, our center would never have opened in the first place, or continued on for very long. They will both make fine Zen teachers in the years ahead. Monk Koryu Shinso and the jisha, Sansa Nanso, also deserve mention for their unflagging dedication and service to the sangha; as do our wider sangha membership, many of whom support Zen Buddhism Ireland and Dublin Zen Centre in many ways, both seen and unseen.


Special thanks are due to Mick óg McGee and Annraoi Mac Aoidh for their consultation on the Gaelic language references in the book, as well as a massive and heartfelt thanks to my editor at Wisdom, Ben Gleason, for his always helpful suggestions and his thoughtful and sensitive editing, informed by his own Buddhist practice.


Thanks are due to my partner, Isabelle, for her careful reading of late drafts of the book, as well as to our wider “Order of Mountains and Clouds” sangha—in France, Wales, Spain, the United States, Iceland, Germany, Japan, and many other places. My teacher’s heirs are flowering everywhere that they have put down roots.


Finally, Taïgu Rōshi, thank you for your teachings. Thank you for trusting me. May your powerful katsu resonate in all places and for all time. 


Sanpai.











PART ONE
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Searching












Seeking Peace 
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There is some miracle at work here, but it is not the kind of miracle that we conventionally conceive as miraculous. This is the miracle of the habitual and ordinary. Only when we can see the endless wild forest in the grass that grows underneath our feet will we be able to see this miracle.


ZEN HAS SOMETHING TO teach you. What you have been searching for is within reach. Indeed, it has never been closer—indeed, it has never been far away. Your whole life, it has been with you, and you have spent a lifetime looking for it. You may even have come to a point of anxious exhaustion, feeling as if the search has worn you out. If I ask you, “What is it that you are looking for?” how will you answer? Maybe you cannot answer. Maybe you will offer an abstract word, like happiness or peace. What do these words mean to you? Where can they be found? 


When I was a child, growing up by the coast of the North Atlantic on the west coast of Ireland, sometimes my mother would be searching for something she had lost in the house. It might be something as simple as a set of keys or her purse. As a devout Catholic Irish woman, if she could not find it, she would go to the local church and make an offering to Saint Anthony of Padua, the saint of lost things. In a dark corner of the chapel, she’d light a candle, which suddenly illuminated the darkness, making the statue of the Portuguese friar clearly visible in his brown habit, holding the infant Christ in his arms. Then, within a few days, having forgotten about the thing she had lost entirely, it would miraculously show up. The keys would have been under a cushion, or the purse under a seat in the car—the kind of lost and hidden corners where Saint Anthony does his work. By giving over the search to faith, and by stopping the search herself, things righted themselves, all by themselves. How much Saint Anthony had to do with it is a matter for you to decide. But to me it seems that he played his role quite well. 


During my mother’s search, did the keys get magically moved by a hidden hand? Or rather, did they stay where they always had been? 


In the Lotus Sutra, an important Buddhist scripture composed in the first century or thereabouts, there is the story known popularly as “The Parable of the Hidden Jewel.” In it, a poor man who is to go traveling visits the home of a rich friend, where he spends the night in great revelry and falls asleep, having drunk far too much. His wealthy friend, having to depart on business before his poor friend wakes, sews a precious jewel into his friend’s clothes, securely hidden in a place to be found later, when his friend is most in need of it. The poor man wakes up after his drunken night and sets forth on his travels, facing poverty and deprivation after a time, enduring many hard times of want, not knowing about the jewel he has had with him all along, stitched deep into his clothes. One day he meets his rich friend again and tells him of his many hard experiences. His friend throws his hands up in the air and scolds his poor friend—did he not know he carried a precious jewel with him the whole time? 


The Zen tradition has many stories and parables like this. And still, I meet Zen students searching to find the answer in far distant lands, rather than in the green grass that grows beneath their feet. Maybe if they could find a Tibetan monastery in the high Himalayas then they would find peace? Sitting meditation in a cave in Thailand might reveal to them the secrets of life. Even after a time in an Indian ashram, there is still another, better ashram that eludes them, overseen by a better and wiser teacher, someone holier than any other they have encountered before. Maybe it is a strict Zen training monastery that they need? A place buried deep in the snowy mountains of Japan, where you rise at 3:30 a.m. and live on thin rice gruel in freezing conditions. Maybe only the Shaolin monastery itself will do, where the great Zen teacher Bodhidharma spent nine years facing a wall in deep meditation before realizing the great truth.


Master Dōgen, the founder of my Zen school, was himself a searcher. As a young man in his twenties, back in 1223, he left his native Japan along with his teacher Myōzen to make the dangerous crossing to China. There he studied Zen for a number of years before returning home and founding the Japanese Sōtō Zen school, which still exists today. In China, he felt that he had resolved the great matter of his life, and he wrote down his teachings on his return home: “The truth originally is all around” and “We do not stray from the right state.”2 These were the truths that he had discovered. When asked what he had learned in China, he said “nose vertical, eyes horizontal.” It was as evident and open to be seen as the nose on his face. As we say, it was under his nose all along. Dōgen was adamant that the truth was there for all to see, no matter what time they lived in, no matter what age they were, whether they were a man or a woman, an adult or a child, whether they lived in a remote backwater—as was the Japan of his day—or in a great metropolitan and cultural center, as parts of China were back then. 


So, why could this truth not be seen from the start? Why was the search needed to begin with? Why did Dōgen have to go to China to see clearly what had always been there to be seen? To put it another way, with what divine intervention did Saint Anthony conjure up the lost keys? There is some miracle at work here, but it is not the kind of miracle that we conventionally conceive as miraculous. This is the miracle of the habitual and ordinary. Only when we can see the endless wild forest in the grass that grows underneath our feet will we be able to see this miracle. But it is the miracle that will heal our lives. 












Why We Search 


[image: Image]


What is your reason for seeking, then? What has set you out on this journey? It is worth looking closely at this question. Allow it to reveal itself to you over time. Just look at it; without judgment. Eventually it will show itself.


WHY DO WE SEARCH and yearn in the first place? What is it that drives us in the endless quest? Is it some lack? Some feeling that there is something missing from our lives? Some deep dissatisfaction or profound disillusionment with things as they are?


The historical Buddha taught that dukkha, or the unsatisfactoriness of life, was a fundamental reality of human existence. We all feel this keenly. We cannot escape it. We don’t have the things we want. Things and the people we love are destroyed and pass away. We see unethical people prosper and lies celebrated as the truth. Even our most precious moments of bliss and happiness, although wonderful and vital, are temporary—they come and go. What are we to do in the face of this? How should we respond? The search to answer this question leads us to set out on this quest.


When I was studying for a master’s degree in English at university in Galway, I had no choice but to face these questions myself. I was in my twenties, a single man living at home with my parents, and desperately trying to find my place in the world. I was no longer a teenager or young student, and was at that place of transition in life where we stop being one thing and become another. It is the type of life boundary where we are vulnerable and delicate. Anything can happen. The random chance of life can lead us in any direction. And so, we feel disoriented and threatened by the uncertainty of things.


For me, this disorientation manifested in terrible panic attacks. I’d be walking down the street or in a social situation, then this terrible fear would come over me. My heart would pound, and I’d fear I was having a heart attack. As the experience grew more intense, I felt that I had to escape. What made the experience more difficult was that I felt I had to hide it from those around me. As well as the physical experiences, there was the psychological dread that came with these attacks: an irrational fear that I would harm myself or others. Sometimes I felt that I was losing my sanity. I know now that it was the fight-or-flight response of a panic attack, and that I needed to learn how to ride the intensity of each wave of panic when it came, to be with it and allow it to pass of its own accord. Central to all this were the fears and anxieties of growing up and becoming a new person. What would I do with my life? Would I meet someone to spend my life with? How would I ever finish this dreadful dissertation I had taken on board as a master’s student? Was I even good enough for the life I was living?


For different people, different things bring them to Zen practice. For me, it was these panic attacks. And so, as a college student, I renewed an interest in Zen meditation, which I had explored when I was a teenager by reading books on Zen Buddhism, texts that were just filtering through to Ireland in the 1980s for the first time. I didn’t have any money, so I read Suzuki Rōshi and the Diamond Sutra on numerous visits to O’Gorman’s Bookshop on Shop Street, standing in the corner, pretending that I was considering a purchase. Then, in my bedroom, I’d try and sit meditation myself, surmising (incorrectly from these texts I’d read) how it should be done. I didn’t realize that a proper meditation teacher was required. And yet these childhood experiences of “Zen” came back to me years later when I was having these awful attacks. I remembered the calm composure and stillness of sitting meditation, of how any turbulence seems unable to disturb the steadfastness of just sitting in the meditation posture. Just to remain in the posture was enough. Anything that disturbed my mind seemed to gradually lose all power as this stillness established itself. And, over time, I returned to the practice of just sitting like this, and the panic attacks slowly began to fade away. They never disappeared fully. But now I see them for what they are. They have lost all power. When they show themselves again, I acknowledge them: “I know you very well; don’t think I don’t.” And they dissolve again. Now I know that they were a precious gift, because they brought me to Zen practice. And Zen practice is one of the most important things you can do with your life.


What is your reason for seeking, then? What has set you out on this journey? It is worth looking closely at this question. Allow it to reveal itself to you over time. Just look at it; without judgment. Eventually it will show itself. It seems to me now that this dukkha, this dissatisfaction, is itself the gift of practice. 


One evening recently, I asked my Zen community what wounds in their lives had brought them to practice Zen. For one woman, her daughter was killed tragically in a road accident—something she couldn’t stop, even though she had had a premonition of the terrible event. For one man, it was the trauma of growing up in a household where both parents were alcoholics, and where terrible things had happened. That evening, many said some personal loss had brought them to Zen, such as the loss of a brother or parent. One woman spoke of how her mother committed suicide when she was just a little girl and needed her mother so badly. Everyone seems to have had something in their lives that set them ­searching—although this something may not be acknowledged until many years later, or sometimes not at all. 


The meeting that evening of the sangha, or community, was an amazing moment of release, when all this hidden pain was acknowledged. It was a revelation. One woman said it felt like we were living out the parable of Kisa Gotami. This is the story of a woman in the ancient Indian city of Savatthi whose only child has died. Distraught, she goes from house to house, asking who can bring her child back to life. Someone directs her to the Buddha, who was teaching in the area at the time. He tells Kisa Gotami he can help her if she brings him a mustard seed from a house never visited by death. Frantically, she goes from house to house, with her dead, cold child in her arms. But she cannot find a house never visited by death. Realizing what the Buddha was teaching her, she was able to grieve for her child and have a funeral conducted. Afterward, she went to the Buddha and became his disciple. She had learned from the terrible and inevitable truth of dukkha, the teaching of suffering. She had learned, too, the teaching of anicca, the Buddha’s teaching that all is impermanent. Her liberation had begun. 











Identity and Intoxication 
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We encounter suffering only when clinging to our identities. If we do not cling and are that bit freer, we can live with change. We can learn that we are something other than the stories we construct about ourselves.


ON OUR GREAT JOURNEY1, we are looking for nothing less than our self. Who are we? What is our true and authentic self? Many of us spend our entire lives in pursuit of this question. So, the search involves the search for the self. And in this process, there is a tendency to try on different versions of the self, to see which one fits. We are caught up in the taxing and energetic process of constructing a self. It can take up all our energy. 


One of my friends growing up went through this process many times. He joined one religious community, then another. He grew his hair long, then cut it all off. The way he dressed and his entire image changed every few years. He was like a chameleon, changing colors—not to hide himself, but rather to stand out and make a statement. He was engaged in an earnest search for a self that he could be comfortable with. Having domineering parents who criticized him all the time, he did not hold himself in high regard. He wanted to find a version of selfhood that he could accept. Still his journey seems endless, dogged by bouts of depression and self-doubt. But as he ages, he seems to finally be settling on a self that he can love and accept. Maybe that karma that has followed him all these years is now finally being spent and burned off. Maybe he has found a self that he can accept.


This search for the self, this construction of an identity, is a vital process. It is something we must do to make our way in the world. When we are confronted, we need to have a story—like children raiding an apple orchard who have a cover story if caught: “We climbed in to retrieve our kite.” 


When asked “Who are you?” we have a narrative we can reach for: I’m a Zen priest. I’m a college professor. I’m a journalist. Or mother or teacher or whatever. For many of us, our work is the central part of this narrative. It offers us an identity in the world. When we have no work, we may become despondent and aimless. When we retire, we can struggle to find meaning in our lives again.


Whatever identity we settle on is always provisional. At some point it is challenged by inevitable change. We define ourselves as a mother or father, and then our children grow up and leave home. We define ourselves as a baker, and then we lose our job. We hold dear that we are young and athletic, and then our body fails us. These are manifestations of dukkha, or suffering. But we encounter suffering only when clinging to our identities. If we do not cling and are that bit freer, we can live with change. We can learn that we are something other than the stories we construct about ourselves. 


There is a lovely story from the Vimalakirti Sutra that touches on the provisionality of identity. In this Buddhist text from almost two thousand years ago, we see one of the Buddha’s principal and original disciples, Shariputra, claim that a goddess in his company cannot possibly achieve enlightenment because she is a woman. At the click of her fingers, she exchanges bodies with Shariputra, who must now confront his newfound female state. In response, the Buddha—who is present and has been listening to their ­conversation—says, “In all things, there is neither male nor female.” While men and women remain, of course, there is something deeper and less provisional beneath. The goddess has taught Shariputra an important lesson. She also teaches us. We may find pleasure and meaning in our identities in the world, but we are much more than these provisional identities. When we learn this, we can retain our equilibrium when these identities begin to crumble or change—or when we cannot settle on an acceptable identity in the first place.


For many of us, however, it is not finding a personal identity that is the problem. Rather it is that we do not like the self we have found ourselves in. Indeed, this may be at the root of the ongoing search for a new identity. It may also be at the root of some addictions. Wanting to escape from the self we are lumped with, we find ways to get out of our selves, even if only temporarily. When we cannot take the search any longer, we dull our senses. This may even help in the short term, offering a kind of relief, an enchanted city in which to rest before continuing the journey. But there is the great danger that it will only imprison us, that it will become an end in itself, which we can no longer escape. When the search becomes unbearable, we can lose our way like this.


But there are no hard and fast rules that apply to all. I remember an old man that used to drink pints in a pub in Galway. Most days he’d be in the pub for a while, chatting to people and having a few beers. He was a fixture at the bar, particularly during the winter, when the days are short and the Atlantic rain sweeps over the streets of Galway for days on end. He looked like something from the last century. In his shirt and tie and tweed cap, he appeared genial and happy, and never drank to the point of heavy intoxication. He was there for the chat and the company as much as the beer. I rarely paid any attention to him. He was a fixture, like the furniture you paid no attention to. One day I did chat to him, however, when ordering a drink at the bar. Somehow my Zen practice came up in the brief conversation. He was all in favor of the idea. Then he held up his pint of Guinness for my consideration. “See this,” he said. “This is my Zen.” He smiled at this. Maybe he was right. 












Stopping 
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Zen is a radical counterpoint to all the usual activity that we have engaged in for many years, and that has not managed in any way to solve our problems. We sit in zazen and leave all this behind. We are always doing, but in zazen we are not doing. We allow ourselves and the entire universe to come to rest.


WE PERFORM OUR SELF in the world. When we stop performing, our true self appears. But as many of us have such discomfort in seeing ourselves truly, we distract ourselves with busyness. We watch TV and go out all the time; we work or keep ourselves frantically occupied with the myriad responsibilities of life. We go on holidays and have a full schedule with all the sights we want to see. Rarely do we stop and do nothing at all. When we stop like this, all the distraction falls away and the contents of our body and mind reveal themselves. This can be quite difficult to experience in the beginning.


Essentially, meditation is stopping our activities and returning to a still state of being. It is taking a genuine holiday from our responsibilities and all our engrossing commitments—every day, without going anywhere, right where we are. 


Like a hunter, remaining still for a long time beside a forest clearing, waiting for a deer to appear, we still ourselves and remain relaxed and motionless, observing whatever it is that shows itself. We may come to this still state by bringing our attention to the natural rhythm of our breath. We may center ourselves by counting our inhalations or exhalations, from one to ten. But to just sit, we can let the focused attention on the breath fall away, too; once it has centered and calmed us, we can let the effort of paying attention to each breath fade away, and then just see what happens. Who knows? Maybe a deer will enter the forest clearing. Maybe a fox or bird will pass through the space. Maybe just the wind will blow through the forest trees and very little will happen at all. 


With time, inevitably the contents of ourselves will show themselves, and the stories we create will play out before us. Our recurring obsessions and fantasies, our painful past, our anxieties about the present and future—all these will come forward for our attention. But we have not come to this still state to work through all of this. We have not come to meditation to consciously devise strategies to solve our problems and come to terms with our past and present—reasoning with our situation, trying to find some rational explanation for what has happened and what we should do. To spend our meditation time doing this would be a waste of time. It would just be replicating what we do when not meditating, except with greater focus and without the distractions of our usual responsibilities. No. Meditation, or zazen as it’s referred to in Zen, is a radical counterpoint to all the usual activity that we have engaged in for many years, and that has not managed in any way to solve our problems. We sit in zazen and leave all this behind. We are always doing, but in zazen we are not doing. We allow ourselves and the entire universe to come to rest. We are not even trying to meditate well, creating another burdensome, competitive goal that we have to live up to and by which we can evaluate our level of success and attainment. This is not another race to be the best. Zazen leaves all that behind. It is a genuine space of freedom. It is that space in your life that is unshackled and liberated. It is not another instance of having to perform or be great. It is that place you return to every day to put all things back into balance. You ask nothing of it and make no demands of it. You just return to be there. It is a vast landscape that you cannot control, and so you must give up trying to control it. Like being in the mountains in spring, or beside a still lake on a winter’s morning, you ask nothing of it other than that it just be there as itself. It is natural and not consciously constructed. It just is as it is. No more than that.


Zazen is an ancient, tried, and tested practice—for thousands of years—since the time of the Buddha and long before. It is a natural state of being, which generations of human beings have discovered for themselves, again and again. It has been passed on, from teacher to student, for almost one hundred generations, since the historical Buddha first discovered its precious secrets, which he says were in plain sight all along. Indeed, even as a child he had experienced this still state of liberation and happiness. While hiding in a rose bush as a young boy, he remained still for some time and was spontaneously overtaken by a sense of profound peace and joy. Later, when he experienced his great enlightenment, he remembered this childhood experience and realized that he had discovered something then: a taste of the truth, a sense of the authentic way to live as a human being. He realized, too, that this truth was available to everyone and anyone. That no matter who you are, by simple virtue of being a human being you are capable of experiencing and living in this state of liberation, wisdom, compassion, and joy. It is your birthright. It is there for you and always has been. Like a beautiful city or a great mountain range, it is always there, even before you enter and experience it for yourself. And when you enter it, how can you sum it up in words? That would be to ask the impossible. Having been to the Alps or the Rocky Mountains, how can you sum them up and describe them? They are far too vast for that. Some things are beyond us—and that is the point. This is something the great eighth-century Chinese Zen master Shitou Xiqian knew well.


Just sitting with head covered, all things are at rest. 


Thus, this mountain monk doesn’t understand at all. 


Living here he no longer works to get free.3




Not everything can be understood and figured out. Life is far too rich for that. There are times we need to stop mapping and measuring the mountains, and just sit down and appreciate them for what they are. 











Capturing Fireflies 
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Zen is experiential. It is a taste and a smell, rather than a description of what something tastes or smells like. In other words, Zen has something important to teach in an academic setting—but it is something the purely academic perspective is often blind to, unable to see the limitations of reason, to which it has sworn its undivided allegiance.


ONCE I WAS INVITED by the Trinity College Philosophical Society to talk about Zen to the students. I was happy to accept the invitation and offer any insights I could into Zen Buddhism for the young philosophers that would attend the evening’s meeting. It was a great pleasure to walk through the atmospheric archway that marks the entrance to Trinity College again. It is so beautiful, an island of calm in the center of Dublin. Its old stone walls, cobblestones underfoot, and carefully manicured lawns proclaimed it as a secular temple of learning—probably the last place a Zen priest should venture. 


That evening, I shared the billing with a Hindu swami and a Hare Krishna devotee, both of whom spoke before me. I was struck at how Buddhism differs so considerably from these two other paths. For both speakers, the material realm, the realm of the body, constituted a lower order of being, something to be cast aside in favor of the immaterial soul. For them, it seemed to me, the spiritual side of reality was something higher and purer than this “fallen world.” Both speakers had a clear philosophy to impart, which could be communicated as ideas about the human condition, essentially a coherent set of propositions about reality. 


I was nominated to speak last, and was dreading it. Zen is nothing like those ideas put forward by the other speakers. I could talk about Buddhist philosophy, sure. But that is not what Zen is concerned with. Zen is experiential. It is a taste and a smell, rather than a description of what something tastes or smells like. In other words, Zen has something important to teach in an academic ­setting—but it is something the purely academic perspective is often blind to, unable to see the limitations of reason, to which it has sworn its undivided allegiance.


As I spoke, I could feel the skepticism in the room. I was expected to trot out some dogma or other—after all, I was dressed in religious robes. As a religious person, surely I had some theology to convince others of. But instead, I spoke about the limitations of both dogma and philosophy. How the vital experience of encountering reality in the moment was beyond the pale of such considerations. They were not having it, and I was questioned from the floor on the Buddhist teaching of emptiness. This is the reality that nothing is fixed and permanent, and all reality is a constant stream of change, meaning all things are without an independent, permanent, and fixed identity—a teaching often expressed alongside the Buddhist concept of no-self. Emptiness is a difficult concept for those new to Buddhism, and even when one understands it intellectually, it can take a lifetime of practice to fully appreciate what this profound truth really means in our lives and our world.


“If there is no self,” said the self-confident student from the floor, his feet propped up casually on the chair in front of him, “then why don’t you hand me over your wallet now. There is no ‘you’ that needs it.” His delivery felt like a pre-prepared line, something to catch the Buddhist out with. To give him his due, it was witty, in an undergraduate sort of way. 


“It is not that there is no self,” I responded. “Rather, it’s that there is no permanent and enduring self—and my own self will endure long enough to need my wallet to pay for the train fare home.” 


Touché! Each of us had scored a point. But communication had hardly happened. He was seeing the world from another paradigm. For him, and some of the other students, all three religious people before them were merely examples of people lacking reason: individuals hopelessly drowning in faith. Here Hamlet’s line might have been of use: “There are more things in heaven and Earth, Horatio, / Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”


But it is not only young philosophers that fall into this trap. Zen students do too. So many times in the dokusan room, where the teacher and student engage in a profound “Dharma encounter,” I’ve met students trying to grasp the meaning of some Zen teaching or other. It might be a teaching story or koan under discussion, and the student feels that if they can just rationally come to terms with it, intellectually understand and grasp it, then a breakthrough will occur. 


But Zen cannot be understood in this way. The mountains cannot be held in your mind as a total reality. They are far too vast for that. Indeed, any conception we have of a mountain range, or even of a single peak—like Ireland’s holy mountain, Croagh Patrick—even just one mountain such as this can be only a shadow in your mind of its actual reality. We can understand facts about such a mountain: it is in County Mayo, on the west coast of Ireland; it is associated with Saint Patrick; it was a pagan holy site long before Christianity came to Ireland. But each of the millions of rocks that rest on its slopes makes up the totality of the inconceivable mountain as a whole. And each day, rocks are dislodged and change position; the mountain is eroded by rain and wind; some new person climbs it and becomes part of the mountain’s ever-flowing story. Even the mountain in its totality cannot be held static for an instant. Even if it were possible to understand it, an instant later it has changed. Croagh Patrick is a truly wondrous mountain; a majestic beacon on the west coast, overlooking the massive Atlantic. Its endless wonder is dwarfed in any conception we have of it.




Once, my family spent a summer in Westport, Connecticut—my wife and kids and I—and we saw fireflies for the first time. In the heat of a summer evening, in the garden of the house where we were staying, fireflies would appear at twilight, when the sun had gone down and the heat of the day had eased. It was so hot that my kids wore only their underwear, running here and there in the garden, trying to capture the fireflies in a jar—just as my Zen students try to capture the meaning of a Zen teaching in one coherent thought. The only thing was, when they managed to capture a firefly, its light suddenly dimmed. The whole joy of it was in their not being captured and contained. The free-flowing reality that they were was the whole point. A poem came from that evening that I added to my collection, Three Rock Sonnets:


Sonnet LXXXII


Halfway through this life to see anew.


To see fireflies for the first time,


Their green-yellow flares light up


The darkness of a Connecticut night,


Where bats flit among imposing trees,


And the unfamiliar is hidden at dusk.


No knowledge to shine its obscuring light,


But fireflies opening the eye of wonder.


The children half naked in the heat,


Trying vainly to catch the light, laughing,


Running from fly to eluding fly,


The game needing no victory for its joy.


Until they net one to ponder closely,


Only to find its captive light’s put out.


The deepest, most precious meaning of life is life itself. It is something that can never be caught and held motionless so that we can inspect it. It is wonder, uncontainable. Philosophy cannot stretch to accommodate something like this. 











A Healing Practice 
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That moment when we taste freedom is hard-won. It is available at every instant and comes all of a sudden, when the obstructions we have set up for ourselves are finally dropped and we allow the practice to heal us, to make us new and “innocent” again.


SIT QUIETLY FOR LONG enough, and the things that you’ve buried in your life will come to the surface. The things that you have been avoiding will have to be faced, because when all our strategies for covering things up fall away, we have no choice but to look at ourselves directly. This is not always easy, and not everyone is ready for this. It involves stopping all our activity: our busyness, our dreaming and fantasies, our addictions, and the myriad ways we distract and intoxicate ourselves. Then often what we see is what we have been avoiding looking at, sometimes for years. This can be very difficult. This kind of spiritual practice is for those who are ready. It is for those who are ready to look directly at themselves, who have reached a point where they no longer have any choice.


For these reasons, it is important to practice in a community under the guidance of an experienced teacher. The community, or sangha, support one another on the journey of practice, sharing their experiences with one another. The teacher is there to offer support and advice, and to point out what we are not seeing—to correct and console, to scold and praise, as is required. If we practice alone, we are in danger of falling into the many traps and misguided convictions that can result from practice. We can also damage ourselves, in that we may not be ready to face what comes up in practice without support. That is why it is not advisable to follow this path without the structures and conventions that the Zen tradition has developed over millennia to deal with the pitfalls that can come with practice. Unless you are ready to go on an intensive retreat by yourself, practicing in isolation can be problematic. You may be left to deal with anxiety and panic, having to face on your own what has come up for you during your days of meditation. That is why the support and structure of a community and teacher are vital. It is ill-advised to perform deep psychological surgery on your own, without other people looking out for you.


In Zen, regular intensive group retreats are very important. Called sesshin, they often last from between two and seven days and involve many hours of meditation every day. Sesshin means “touching the heart and mind” deeply, and sesshin involves days spent in total silence, rising early in the morning to sit zazen, with the whole focus of the day placed on long periods of seated meditation. We even face the wall when sitting in zazen, which takes out all visual distractions and places the focus solely on our own experience, rather than on the experience of others. This prevents a kind of “Zen Olympics,” where people are looking at how others are getting on sitting, and comparing themselves, either favorably or unfavorably, with how they are doing. We want to prevent making Zen into just another competitive sport—that’s the last thing we need. During sesshin, you go much, much deeper into the practice. It is a difficult yet rewarding experience. Often on such retreats, people experience great breakthroughs in their practice, even getting a glimpse of the great awakening experienced by the Buddha all those years ago in Bodh Gaya, in northeastern India. 


Often, too, sesshin is an experience of great healing. It has been a privilege to sit in the teacher’s chair over the years, watching these healing experiences unfold for people. Often it all comes to a head in dokusan, the private meeting between the teacher and student, a kind of openhearted meeting, where all sorts of things come up and the student’s practice is reviewed. I remember an elderly man on retreat once who had been very quiet and turned in on himself for the entire sesshin. Then when he came to dokusan he spoke quietly and intimately about how he and his partner had terminated a pregnancy many decades before, when they were not ready to be parents. The pain associated with that had been buried deep within him for a long time but had come to the surface during the many long hours of meditation. He said he was finally acknowledging and releasing this pain, and he broke down in tears. The sesshin had been a great experience of healing and release for him. But I never saw him again after that.


Other people have spoken in dokusan about feelings of inadequacy, about broken familial relationships, about experiences of homelessness. People have sometimes left, finally willing to face up to their addiction or anger. The dokusan room is often full of tears and laughter, as people face up to the profound truths of their lives and find some kind of healing and peace. This is something I witness as a teacher, rather than something I initiate or bring about. It is the practice itself that heals them. I am not a psychotherapist or counselor. These professionals might be sought out as a result of Zen practice, or in conjunction with it. And Zen practice is not a substitute for seeking this type of help. Yet Zen can be profoundly healing for those who open themselves up to the practice. Many years of denial can be dropped in the still state. Again, the teaching of old master Shitou Xiqian comes to mind.


Let go of hundreds of years and relax completely.


Open your hands and walk, innocent. 


Thousands of words, myriad interpretations,


Are only to free you from obstructions.4 


That moment when we taste freedom is hard-won. It is available at every instant and comes all of a sudden, when the obstructions we have set up for ourselves are finally dropped and we allow the practice to heal us, to make us new and “innocent” again. 
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