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[image: image] TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE


This is a translation of Sekkei Harada’s book Zazen (Zen Meditation), which was published in 1993 and is now in its fifth printing. It consists of a collection of relatively easy-to-understand talks on Zen that were given to Westerners to explain the timeless concepts of Buddhism and the principles of Zen.


Many sorts of people can benefit from reading this book. For those who are curious about Zen Buddhism but have never read about it, the principles of Zen are clearly explained. For those who have an intellectual understanding of Zen but have never actually practiced zazen, again it provides a clear explanation of the method of sitting in zazen and why it is necessary to go beyond intellectual understanding. For those who have been practicing zazen for many years but feel that something is lacking in their practice, Harada gives advice and encouragement. For those who have attained a measure of comfort and ease in their practice, but still wonder if it is possible for them to attain—in Zen Master Dogen’s words—“the culmination of totally realized enlightenment,” Harada emphatically says, “Yes, it is certainly possible.” In short, this is a book for all people—regardless of age, experience, gender, race, or creed—who seek the Dharma, the natural principles of things, and keenly desire to know their true Self.


For me, this book is the warm body and breath of the buddhas and ancestors who have transmitted the Dharma in centuries past, akin to the records of past enlightened Zen masters. Open the book to any section and the underlying message of Harada Roshi’s teaching is quickly apparent. In order to attain true peace of mind, it is imperative that we forget the small self—the grasping, demanding “me” that is never satisfied. This isn’t an easy task, but it is a necessary one. If it is accomplished, there will be a transformation, in that we directly realize the Self that is without beginning or end, the Self that transcends time and space and is one with all things. This is Harada’s message, as clear and sharp as a diamond, and is one that people of both East and West are longing to hear. More and more people are attracted to Buddhism because of such teachings as the law of causality, the fundamental equality of all beings, and the necessity of always living in the present moment. I think people are also very much attracted to the Zen teaching that we must liberate ourselves by our own efforts. By introducing Harada’s teaching to a wider audience, it is my fervent wish that this book will help foster the true Dharma in the West.


To the many people who have assisted me in preparing this translation, I would like to express my deepest gratitude. May all beings awaken to their innate freedom!


Daigaku Rummé
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Many people think Zen is something difficult. This is a misunderstanding. The Chinese character used for “Zen” means “to demonstrate simplicity” or “to point at oneness.” As this character implies, Zen is an extremely clear and concise teaching.


Who is it that creates this labyrinth where the body-mind is entangled in troubles and complications to such an extent that it is impossible to move? Regardless of whether you live in the East or West, it is you yourself. The cause is nothing other than ignorance of the true Self.


“Do you know yourself?” “Who are you?” If you were asked these questions, how would you respond? In answer to the earnest desire to know the essence of oneself, which means to meet the true Self, Zen offers the search for that Self, and it can be undertaken anywhere at any time.


You may resolve to do zazen, but almost immediately your resolve may weaken when you remember the hardships recounted in Zen literature or by other practitioners of zazen. You reinforce the negative aspects. To further weaken your resolve, you remember other difficulties, such as the fierce pain in the legs and back that often accompanies zazen practice, the rigorous stillness. Imagining what zazen is like, you quickly conclude that you will never be able to persist and that you will perhaps only hinder those who are more earnest. Many people lose heart this way.


Accordingly, this book is written in part for those who want to practice zazen but have never actually gotten as far as doing it. The book gives a simple and concrete explanation of the theory and principles of Zen, as well as its reality and essence.


Zen can also be expressed with the words “the Dharma,” “the Way,” or “the Self.” Why? The reason is that the existence of all things on the planet Earth is the Dharma. All things come into existence through conditions, and they disappear because of conditions. This is what we call “the law of causality.” There is absolutely no possibility of the intervention of the ego-self in this law. We can say that all things on Earth are completely equal because of this law. This is the Buddhadharma.


Zen Master Dogen said that Buddhists should not discuss or debate whether a teaching is right or wrong, correct or incorrect, good or bad. Nor should we inquire into the depth or shallowness of the contents of the teachings. The only thing that is important is whether a person is now truly practicing in accordance with the law of causality, in other words, with the Way of the buddhas and enlightened ones who transmitted the Dharma.


Speaking of the near future, I think that as long as there is no co-existence or mutual support among people, mankind will become extinct in the twenty-first century. As long as there is only one Earth, the situation in any country has implications for the whole world. As the saying goes, “If a person sneezes in the Amazon basin, someone in Tokyo catches a cold.” Similarly, if one country is selfish in the way it thinks or in its scientific research, this can bring about the destruction of both human beings and Earth itself. The sufferings and deluding passions of human beings—namely, greed, anger, and ignorance—cannot be halted by reason or education. Only by awakening to the law of causality is it possible to stop them.


As you know, Zen and the Buddhadharma developed in the different cultures of India, China, Korea, and Japan. The different forms that appeared from the varied cultural backgrounds attest to the functioning of the law of causality. Unfortunately, Zen practice itself has fallen into self-centered habits. This is a Zen sickness (the sickness of thinking you are not sick), which is difficult to be aware of. It can cause great harm, and at present it is a sickness that is widespread in the Zen world, both in Japan and abroad. It causes me constant anxiety.


Many people who are not Japanese are doing Zen practice. While overcoming the problems of language, environment, diet, and so on, they continue to practice earnestly. During retreats, held abroad, as well as at practice centers In Japan, I have given the Dharma talks which form the basis of this book, concerning aspects of zazen and the Dharma. I have spoken in familiar, concrete terms about the essence of Zen. Much of the repetition has been eliminated in this edition, yet the careful reader may find some remains. I hope the reader will overlook, or even appreciate, these repetitions.


Finally, I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to all those who helped with the English translation and production of this book.


Sekkei Harada
Hosshin-ji
Japan







PART I


DOGEN’S FUKAN-ZAZENGI AND COMMENTARY


 


The Fukan-zazengi is arguably the single most cherished text in the Soto Zen sect. It is recited in Soto Zen monasteries each evening at the end of regularly scheduled zazen. It was written by Zen Master Dogen on his return to Japan from China in 1227.





[image: image] THE FUKAN-ZAZENGI
A UNIVERSAL RECOMMENDATION FOR ZAZEN


Now, when you seek the Way, you find it to be universal and complete. How, then, can it be contingent upon practice and enlightenment? The Dharma vehicle is free and unrestricted. What need is there for concentrated effort? Indeed, the whole body of reality is far beyond the world’s dust. Who can believe in a means to brush it clean?


The Way is complete and present right where you are. What is the use, then, of practice? And yet, if there is the slightest difference between you and the Way, the separation will be greater than that between heaven and earth. If the least like or dislike arises, the mind is lost in confusion.


Even if you are proud of your understanding and think you are richly endowed with enlightenment and have glimpsed the wisdom that pervades all things; even if you think you have attained the Way, clarified the mind, and gained the power to touch the heavens, you are still only wandering about the frontiers of enlightenment. In fact, you have almost lost the Way of total liberation.


You must take note of the fact that even Shakyamuni Buddha had to sit in zazen for six years. The influence of those six years of up-right sitting is still apparent. Also, Bodhidharma’s transmission of the Buddhadharma and the fame of his nine years of practicing zazen facing a wall are celebrated to this day. The ancient sages were this diligent in their practice, so how can people today dispense with the practice of zazen?


You should therefore cease from practice based on intellectual understanding and the pursuit of words and letters. Learn the backward step that turns the light inward to illuminate the Self. Body and mind will drop away by themselves, and the essential Self will be manifest. If you wish to attain “suchness,” practice “suchness” immediately.


For zazen, a quiet room is best. Eat and drink moderately. Give up all deluding relationships and set everything aside. Do not think of good or bad, right or wrong. Do not interfere with the workings of the mind, nor try to control the movements of your thoughts. Give up the idea of becoming a buddha. Zazen has nothing whatsoever to do with whether you are sitting upright or lying down.


Usually a thick square mat is placed on the floor where you sit and a round cushion put on top of it. Sit either in the full- or half-lotus position. In the full-lotus position, first place your right foot on your left thigh and your left foot on your right thigh. In the half-lotus, you simply put your left foot on your right thigh. Your clothing should be loose, but neat. Then place your right hand, palm up, on your leg and your left hand, palm up, on your right palm, with the tips of the thumbs lightly touching. Sit upright, leaning neither to the left nor to the right, neither forward nor backward. Be sure your ears are in line with your shoulders and your nose is in line with your navel. Your tongue should be placed against the roof of your mouth, with lips and teeth firmly closed. Your eyes should always remain open. Breathe gently through your nose. Having adjusted your posture, take a deep breath. Sway your body to the left and right, then settle into a steady, immobile position, sitting like a mountain. Think of not thinking. How is this done? By leaving thinking as-it-is. This is the essential art of zazen.


The zazen I speak of is not “step-by-step, learning Zen.” It is simply the Dharma gate of comfort and ease. It is the culmination of totally realized enlightenment. It is the manifestation of ultimate reality. Traps and snares can never interfere with it. If you attain this, you are like a dragon that has reached water or a tiger that reclines on a mountain. The true Dharma then appears of itself, and you will be free of dullness and distraction.


When you rise from sitting, stand up slowly and calmly. Do not rise abruptly.


Through the power of zazen it is possible to transcend delusion and enlightenment and attain the ability to die while sitting or standing. However, it is impossible for our discriminating mind to understand how the buddhas and enlightened ones bring about enlightenment through the opportunity provided by a finger, a pole, a needle, or a mallet. Or how they have transmitted the Way with a fly whisk, a fist, a staff, or a shout. Neither can it be fully understood through supernatural powers. These actions are beyond the dualistic realm of subjective and objective. Is it not a principle that precedes knowledge and perceptions?


Therefore, no distinction should be made between whether a person is clever or stupid, superior or inferior. When you practice single-mindedly, that in itself is truly the practice of the Way. Practice and realization are naturally undefiled. Making an effort to attain the Way is itself the manifestation of the Way in your daily life.


All people throughout the world are without doubt equally imprinted with buddha-nature. However, without the practice of zazen, the true nature and function of a person will not be manifested. You should therefore devote yourself exclusively to and be completely absorbed in the practice of zazen. Although it is said that there are as many minds as there are people, all people should practice the Way, which is nothing other than the study of the Self. There is no reason to forsake the place you sit at home and go aimlessly off to the dusty regions of other countries. If you make one false step, you stray from the Way that lies directly before you.


You have already been blessed with a human form, which is vital, so do not use your time in vain. You are endowed with the essential functioning of the Way of Buddha, so why pursue worthless pleasures, which are like sparks from a flint stone? Our bodies are like dew on the grass. Our lives are like a flash of lightning, gone in an instant, vanished in a moment.


Honored practitioners of Zen, do not be afraid of the real dragon (zazen) or spend a long time touching only one part of the elephant. Devote yourselves to the Way, which points directly to the absolute. Respect those who have gone beyond all learning and have nothing left to do. Be in accord with the enlightenment of the buddhas and succeed to the samadhi of the enlightened ones who have transmitted the Dharma. Practice constantly in this manner and you are assured of becoming like them. The treasure house will open of itself, and you will be able to use it at will.
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In the present world, explanation, rather than the actual condition or the thing itself, fulfills the needs of most people. As this does not inconvenience most people in their social life, they don’t feel the need to know the true essence of things. They are stuck in this condition of ignorance, and consequently neglect to inquire into what is real. Changing our perspective and looking at this matter from the dimension of perception or the world of consciousness, the essence of things does not lie within the category of understanding or not understanding. What we perceive can only be either the past or the future. The central question must be what is “now,” the point that divides past from future. But these days the thorough investigation of this question is completely forgotten. In the present moment, or “now,” there is neither time, place, nor separation. There is truly nothing. This is the world where things arise and disappear because of causes and conditions. We could call this condition “buddha-nature,” or “Dharmadhatu” (the true nature of things), or “Buddha.” It would also be all right to call it “God,” or “God-nature,” or “the Truth.” This is what we call “now.” The objective of Zen practice is to give proof of this, to actualize it as your own thing.


We are living within buddha-nature. Our life itself is buddha-nature. Our life is practice and enlightenment, and because of that I would like you to understand that essentially the true Self is the self that is not subject to circumstances. This means that the moment “now” is not something that can be imported. Even though I have come here to speak today, “now” is not something that can be exported, either. Regardless of when or where, of whether a person is from the West or East, North or South, is an ordained priest or a lay person, young or old, man or woman, each person possesses “now.”


“All things possess buddha-nature.” Since each person possesses it completely, anyone can realize it if they set out to do so, and this is the meaning of the title, Fukan-zazengi. “Fukan” means “a universal recommendation.” This does not mean attaining something new. Since you already have it, if you practice zazen you will certainly realize it. Zen Master Dogen points out that zazen is a universal teaching, one that should be recommended to all people far and wide. The Chinese character for “gi” stands for “significance,” the true meaning of zazen. At the same time this work is a wonderfully detailed explanation about the posture for zazen and other points to keep in mind.


As indicated by the expression “zazen is zazen,” zazen is not something to understand, nor is it something not to understand. Zazen is beyond the realm of knowing zazen, or not knowing it, or knowing it just a little. Nor is it a condition where zazen deepens. “Zazen is zazen” and that is all there is to it. In the beginning, since some of you cannot fully understand that “zazen is zazen,” it is necessary to depend on various forms. But in actual fact, “zazen is zazen.” There isn’t the slightest gap where the ego-self can slip in.


Another way this can be expressed is “without moving one speck of dirt, without disturbing a single phenomenon.” This means that “as-it-is” is the “Mind of Great Peace.” The central aim in Zen practice is to realize this “Mind of Great Peace” in the condition right now, both in the physical and mental realms. It means realizing that we must not look elsewhere.


As this is something that is difficult to believe even if you sincerely wish to believe it, this is expressed in Buddhism in the teaching of “the world of innumerable teachings.” The number of these mysteries is said to be 1066, a figure so large we cannot even imagine it. But if there are any people here who have some extra time, please try to calculate that number while you are sitting.


At this point I would like to caution you with regard to a way of thinking about zazen in which it is easy to be mistaken. In Zen it is said “no dependence on words and letters; a special transmission outside the teachings.” Consequently, many people often think that it is best not to listen to too much talking. However, in order to attain the Dharma, first you must understand the teaching. Understanding the teaching alone is not enough to help us realize the Dharma, but listening to the teaching in order to find the right direction is a very important process through which you must pass.





[image: image] COMMENTARY 1
YOU ARE ALREADY WITHIN THE WAY


“Now, when you seek the Way, you find it to be universal and complete.”


In these opening words, “seek” means that you must seek until you have clarified that “zazen is zazen.” “Seek until you truly understand” is the meaning of the first phrase. “Now” means that from this moment on is the starting point for the proper way to look.


The “Way” refers to the “Way of Buddha,” to “everyday mind is the Way.” It is every aspect of our life. The only difference between someone who has realized this and someone who has not is whether the ego-self intervenes or not. Before your opinions arise, you are already one with each thing. Therefore, whenever, wherever, and whatever thoughts arise, we already are right in the middle of the Way, no matter what we are doing. We are people of the Way. We are in the midst of the result, we are people living in the midst of the results.


In another work by Zen Master Dogen, Gakudo-yojinshu (Guidelines for Buddhist Practice), there is an important section in connection with our search for the Way. Here is the passage.




First, you must believe that you are already within the Way. You must believe that you are free of delusion, illusory thoughts, confused ideas, increase and decrease, and mistaken understanding. Believing in this manner, clarify the Way and practice accordingly. This is the essence of studying the Way.





As I said earlier, we are already within the Way, so there is no delusion, there are no illusory thoughts, no confused ideas, no increase or decrease, and no mistaken understanding. We are free of these things. Usually we would say just the opposite—we think we are deluded with illusory thoughts, confused ideas, increase and decrease, and mistaken understanding, but in Buddhist practice we are already separate from these things. The above passage asks us to believe this as a first step and then to enter the Way.


These words were written by Dogen after his liberation, after he had “cast off body and mind.” In our daily life, as I just said, delusion, illusion, and confused ideas are a fact; they are an unmistakable reality for people. To simply accept this fact, this reality as-it-is, is the first step in practice. It is the first guideline in Buddhist practice.


These five things—delusion, illusory thoughts, confused ideas, increase and decrease, and mistaken understanding—are what we usually refer to as the deluding passions. For bodhisattvas, these five delusions, these realities, are enlightenment, but for an ordinary person these five aspects of enlightenment are deluding passions. Depending on whether the ego-self is forgotten or not, these realities, as-they-are, become either enlightenment or illusions. The difference is that profound.


“You find [the Way] to be universal and complete” means that the Way has neither beginning nor end. There is no source of the Way. When you consider this, examine it in the light of the Zen expression “before your mother and father were born.” In other words, where were you before your parents were born into this world?


“Universal and complete” means there are no rough corners, so that conflicts do not arise in any situation. It is impossible for friction to arise because essentially all is one. This means that the Way is all-pervading and completely free of restrictions. Dogen described this as “flexible mind.” He said, “While I was practicing with Zen Master Nyojo, body and mind were cast off. In other words, ‘soft, flexible mind’ was attained.” Regardless of the environment, a soft, flexible mind isn’t rough or angular. It is the mind that has the freedom to be one with each thing. This is conveyed by “universal and complete.”
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