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Ascending to the high seat, Dogen Zenji said:


“Zen Master Hogen studied with Keishin Zenji. Once Keishin
 Zenji asked him, ‘Joza, where do you go?’


“Hogen said, ‘I am making pilgrimage aimlessly.’


“Keishin said, ‘What is the matter of your pilgrimage?’


“Hogen said, ‘I don’t know.’


“Keishin said, ‘Not knowing is the most intimate.’


“Hogen suddenly attained great enlightenment.”


Master Dogen said:


“If I were there, I would have said to Priest Jizo, ‘Not knowing is the most intimate. Knowing is also the most intimate. Let’s leave intimacy for the most intimate. Then tell me: with what are you the most intimate?’”


—Eihei Dogen, Eihei Koroku




Preface


IN 1976, the Zen Center of Los Angeles published its first book, On Zen Practice. This was followed the next year by a companion volume, On Zen Practice II, and in 1978, by a more polished work, The Way of Everyday Life, a translation Dogen Zenji’s masterwork, Shobogenzo Genjokoan, and a commentary on it.


On Zen Practice I and II were essentially a collection of Dharma talks and commentaries on classic Zen texts, which introduced to American Zen students the foundational themes of sitting, sesshin, the Precepts, koan study, and the writings of the great master Dogen Zenji.


In their original form, the talks were homespun transcriptions, couched in the idiom of the time and addressed to a population of new Dharma students who were encountering the Dharma in America for the first time.


Taizan Maezumi Roshi arrived in the United States in 1956, serving for more than ten years as a Soto Zen missionary to the Japanese-American community in Los Angeles. In 1967, he and a few American students started the Los Angeles Zendo, later to become ZCLA, in a house in the Wilshire District. For another ten years, he patiently sat zazen, completing his own koan study with both Hakuun Yasutani Roshi and Koryu Osaka Roshi in a series of visits between Japan and the United States.


By this point, becoming Dharma successor to these two teachers, as well as his father, the Soto master Baian Hakujun Kuroda Roshi, he was ready to focus his energies on teaching American Zen practitioners.


Maezumi Roshi’s teaching style reflected the profound influence of each of these three masters. Often he would comment that with Yasutani Roshi he had trained in the meticulous examination of koans, while from Koryu Roshi, he inherited the dynamic exposition of the Dharma as his legacy.


From his father (the lineage now transmitted by him and his successors), Maezumi Roshi learned and embodied the everyday functioning of the Dharma in its most ordinary and yet most profound expression. Always quietly reflective, Maezumi Roshi is remembered by his students for his refined yet vigorous personal style, laced with self-effacing humor and extraordinary depth of subtlety.


This book is a compilation of the teachings of all of these masters, as well as of Dharma brother Ko’un Yamada Roshi, another successor of Yasutani Roshi, and the teacher of Robert Aitken Roshi as well as numerous Christian clerics. Also included in this edition is an article by Bernie Glassman, Maezumi Roshi’s senior Dharma disciple.


Maezumi Roshi was fond of telling how his mother, Mrs. Yoshi Maezumi Kuroda, shaped his character from his earliest years. She would often exhort her sons to “do something for the Dharma” long before any of them had any idea what that meant. In this fashion, however, a seed was planted and that seed came to full fruition for Maezumi Roshi in the years that followed.


In preparing this formidable body of seminal texts for publication, we found the task to be one not only of preserving the original nuance and flavor, but also of rendering more accessible what were often spontaneous commentaries. Maezumi Roshi’s use of language was both inimitable and idiosyncratic and, to those not accustomed to his voice, perhaps at times somewhat opaque. It is with this in mind, therefore, that we undertook to at once convey the subtleties of his style and spirit, while rendering them meaningful to readers encountering him for the first time.


As editors of this volume and the beneficiaries of many years of his teaching, we offer our efforts with profound gratitude to him. May the merits of these teachings reflect his wisdom and compassion, and whatever shortcomings our renderings may have be attributed solely to us.


We wish to gratefully acknowledge the White Plum Asanga (Dharma successors in Maezumi Roshi’s lineage), all members of the White Plum Asanga, and especially the sangha of ZCLA Buddha Essence Temple, for their encouragement and support of this project.


Our deep appreciation also to our editor and collaborator at Wisdom Publications, Josh Bartok, whose skillful work and creative understanding greatly helped in bringing these writings to their present form.


Wendy Egyoku Nakao
John Daishin Buksbazen
Zen Center of Los Angeles
Buddha Essence Temple
February 21, 2002




Foreword


to the original edition of On Zen Practice, volume 1


ONCE, MANY YEARS AGO, I heard a Buddhist priest speak at a Bodhi Day ceremony to an assembly of congregations from all Buddhist temples in Honolulu. His subject was the dual nature of the Buddhadharma: wisdom and compassion. To my great disappointment, however, he could not bring these two themes together. They remained separate, and a wonderful opportunity to present the essence of deep realization was lost.


Truly, compassion and wisdom are the same thing. When Bodhidharma came from India to China, Zhigong, the advisor to Emperor Wu of Liang, rightly identified him as the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara. The archetypes of Bodhidharma, embodying fierce discipline and consummate wisdom, and Avalokiteshvara, embodying love and compassion, have reflected the two aspects of the same human being, wise compassion and loving wisdom. In these pages of On Zen Practice, the timeless nature of the Dharma as wisdom-compassion is vividly presented.


Ummon Bun’en Zenji (Yunmen Wenyan, d. 949 c.e.) taught this by the model of a box and its lid. There must be a perfect fit. Reading the record of his instruction, we find a wide variety of styles. Each of his responses, however, like each of the responses of every authentic master, is cued to the time, the place, and the circumstances of the encounter. Included in the latter would be the exact nature of the student’s need. You don’t feed a baby a hot pepper, no matter how hungry the child may be. Such is the wisdom of compassion and the compassion of wisdom. It is hard to meet an authentic master of Zen Buddhism, but here we have one in Taizan Maezumi Roshi. He is a dharma successor in all important streams of Zen, and has established an exemplary Zen center and gathered about him many talented disciples. There is no need to look further for a master of wisdom-compassion.


True mastery is many things. It is breadth of mind and spirit and the avoidance of division. Implicit in On Zen Practice is acknowledgement that multiple themes, even disparate views, form the tapestry of correct Zen teaching. It is not shikantaza alone, but also koan study. It is not the Soto or the Rinzai or the Harada stream of teaching, but all of them as a coherent and dynamic whole. It is not simply roshi, or even roshi and senior disciples, but roshi and all his students. It is not priest or lay person or scholar, but a community. Truly there are no barriers.


I have heard many teachers speak warmly of their own masters, quoting them continually. But in On Zen Practice, we find a remarkable spectrum of Zen teachers, and we can sense the gratitude of Maezumi Roshi and his disciples to them all.


It is not a random selection, however. Beginning with Maezumi Roshi himself, these are talented and unique maestros of their art. Yasutani Roshi, one of Maezumi Roshi’s principal teachers, sacrificed all social prestige and devoted himself solely to teaching and writing, living in the lowliest of circumstances. His fiery spirit still burns fiercely in his successors and on the pages of his many books.


Koryu Osaka Roshi is an equally splendid teacher who was never ordained a priest. Like Yasutani Roshi, he devoted himself to lay disciples, many of them college students. Maezumi Roshi studied with Koryu Roshi also, first in his college days, and much later as a conclusion of his formal training. I didn’t get to know Koryu Roshi as well as I did Yasutani Roshi, but I remember him vividly from his one visit to the Maui Zendo, when a mild little man with the uncertainties of one almost blind suddenly became Mt. Fuji itself thundering the Dharma in a teisho.


Ko’un Yamada Roshi, Dharma brother of Maezumi Roshi in Yasutani Roshi’s line, was my own Zen master. I knew him to be an exacting teacher whose breadth of spirit matches Maezumi Roshi’s own and attracted crowds of Christians as well as Buddhists to his modest dojo in Kamakura.


Finally, students at the Zen Center of Los Angeles are represented here in a Dharma talk by Maezumi Roshi’s senior Dharma successor, Tetsugen Glassman Sensei, and in the splendid production of this publication, in which John Daishin Buksbazen had a key role. We gain a vivid sense of enlightened Sangha spirit from them all.


We learn in Zen practice the infinitely precious nature of each particular entity, person, animal, plant, thing, and their complete equality. It is not an easy path. It is not easy to brush away the delusions that cloud emancipating truth. Without religious devotion, Zen becomes a kind of hobby. Without the Great Death and Great Rebirth, it becomes a kind of self-improvement exercise. It is not a subject to be mastered with a certain form or a certain curriculum, but a lifetime training. Yet with the devotion and rebirth so clearly manifest here, how easy it all is!


Robert Aitken
Honolulu, Hawai’i, 1976
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Why Practice?


Taizan Maezumi




This Dharma, the subtle Dharma that has been transmitted by all Buddha-Tathagatas, is abundantly inherent in each individual; yet without practice it will not be manifested, and without enlightenment it will not be perceived. …Since it is the practice of enlightenment, that practice has no beginning and since it is enlightenment within the practice, that realization has no end.


Eihei Dogen, from “Bendowa” in Shobogenzo





PEOPLE PRACTICE ZEN for many reasons. For some, it is a means to establish better physical and emotional health; for others, it leads into deeper realization of their own non-Buddhist religion or philosophy, and for yet others, Zen practice is the direct, living experience of what Shakyamuni Buddha realized over 2,500 years ago.


People who come to Zen practice are looking for more than mere words or concepts. Words and concepts by themselves are inadequate to help us most fully with the greatest possible awareness, and to enable us to grow spiritually.


In one sense, Zen practice is like regular exercise: if done regularly, it builds strength, gracefulness, and self-confidence, and helps us more effectively respond to the situations we all face every day. And Zen practice is also like a laboratory: Through practice we can continuously test our understanding to see if it is adequate or not. If we never test our beliefs through actual practice, we cannot find out whether they are true or false.


When Shakyamuni Buddha first realized his true nature—and, in so doing, realized the true nature of all beings—he said that from the beginning, all beings are intrinsically perfect, sharing the virtues and wisdom of the awakened Buddha. But, he said, we remain unaware of this simply because our understanding is topsy-turvy. The Buddha spent the remainder of his life after his awakening enlarging upon this statement, and teaching how each of us can realize this truth for ourselves through practice.


But before we have realized it for ourselves, this truth is like an uncut diamond. We could not really say that it is worthless, nor could we say it is something other than a diamond. But until it is skillfully cut and meticulously polished, its sparkling diamond-nature might not be visible. The beautiful color and clarity that make it so highly prized would remain only in the realm of potential.


Of course, we might sincerely believe it to be a diamond. We might even tell others, “This is a diamond and is therefore worth a great deal.” Yet it would seem peculiar to say, “I don’t need to cut and polish this diamond; I know that it is a diamond, and that’s good enough for me.” Rather, we must cut that diamond and polish its many facets carefully so that its lovely nature can be shared and enjoyed by all who see it.


And so it is with our practice. We don’t wish to make diamonds out of mud—we wish to properly appreciate what we already have, what is inherent in us.


So Zen practice must be done physically—not just through belief. Our whole practice rests upon a physical base, just as our lives begin physically. First we learn to bring our bodies into harmony—we learn how to physically sit in the proper fashion. Then, sitting properly, our breathing settles into a harmonious cycle on its own—we stop panting and gasping and start to breathe easily, smoothly, and naturally. And as body and breath begin to settle down and no longer create disturbances for us, we find that the mind too is given the opportunity to settle into its own smooth and natural functioning. The racket and babble of our noisy minds give way to the clarity and naturalness of our true selves. In this way we come to know who we really are, and we come to understand the true nature of our life and death.


Finally, once we begin to establish this direct physical harmony between body, breath, and mind, we have a chance to extend the benefits of our practice to one another. We can learn to live together in a way that leads to the realization of everyone’s true nature not only on an individual level but also as a community, as a Sangha.


This kind of group practice, such as takes place at a Zen center, can be of real benefit to our world—a world in which harmony is scarcer even than diamonds, and in which the realization of Truth is often regarded as an impossible dream.


In fact, we can say that the Three Treasures of Buddhism—Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha—are altogether nothing more or less than practice. The Buddha is the one who realizes. The Dharma is what is realized. And the Sangha is the harmony of realization and practice, both communal and individual, in accord with the Buddha Way. Hence, all relationships teach us even as we appreciate and polish each other, endlessly.




Can Everyone Realize True Nature?


Taizan Maezumi


CAN EVERYONE realize true nature? Before we say yes or no to this question, let us think about what “realizing one’s true nature” means. “True nature” is a synonym of Buddha nature; and Buddha nature is in turn also known as the original self, one’s original face, Mind, Mu, thusness, reality, or even “the cypress tree in the garden”—according to the situation.


It will clarify our understanding to examine Buddha nature from three different standpoints. The first is shoin bussho, the Buddha nature inherent in all beings, whether enlightened or not. The next is ryoin bussho, the Buddha nature manifested when one begins to practice the Dharma. And the last is enin bussho, the Buddha nature of one who has attained enlightenment.


Shoin bussho is like unmined gold. Regardless of whether or not people realize it, the gold is there in the earth. The second, ryoin bussho, is like knowing how to extract the gold. The third, enin bussho, is like mining the gold and having it in your hands. This is a very simple analogy, of course, but it may be useful to you.


In reality, all of us are nothing but Buddha nature. And yet, to draw upon our analogy, if we are not aware that what we have in our hands is in fact gold, we won’t feel wealthy, and we will not be satisfied until we realize what we have. So in order to realize the gold in our hands, our Buddha nature, we have to exert ourselves. We all know that in some places in the ground there is gold, and in other places there is not. If we dig in the wrong place, regardless of how diligently we try, it is in vain. So in order to realize Buddha nature, we have to employ the right means in the right way to actually find the gold.


And so, what, then, is the right means?


Let’s reflect upon the words of Dogen Zenji: “It is not a matter of being smart or dull, well-learned or foolish, but that when one practices wholeheartedly to find the Way, that is nothing but the accomplishment of the Way.” Straightforward wholeheartedness is the essence. The famous words of Dogen Zenji isshiki no bendo mean “to practice the Way with wholeheartedness,” or “to become one with whatever you do.” This becoming one is the key. When you really become one with whatever you do, that is the realization of the Way; yet whether you realize your true nature or not depends on you.


Even being lazy and not practicing is still nothing but manifesting being-lazy-and-not-practicing Buddha nature. This unrealized Buddha nature is like having gold but believing oneself poor. The Buddha offers us this story: An impoverished man had a very rich friend. One time they met, enjoyed a few drinks, and eventually the impoverished man fell asleep. The rich man felt sorry for him and secretly slipped a precious jewel into his garment. After they parted, this poor man returned again to his life as a beggar without knowing he had that precious jewel. After some time they met again and the rich friend was surprised to see his friend still begging, and asked him: “I gave you a jewel; why did you not use it to make your life comfortable?” The beggar protested, “You never gave me anything!” So the rich friend reached into the garment where he had put the jewel, took it out, and showed it to him. Buddha nature is like this.


To discover this jewel, this gold, our true nature, we must have faith. Faith is fundamental, a very important matter. Strengthening our faith is synonymous with strengthening our practice. But we must have faith in the right things. What are the right things?


We must put our faith firmly in the teachings of the Buddha and the ancestral teachers. Having faith in the right things means we put ourselves wholeheartedly into practice and practice diligently. Furthermore, one should have strong faith in oneself, in the fact that one’s life is itself nothing but Buddha nature. This kind of strong faith leads us to better practice. We strengthen our practice, and this further strengthens our faith, and this faith, again, strengthens our practice. It is like a circle.


Dogen Zenji said that our practice is like a spiral comprising four strands: raising the bodhi mind, practicing, attaining realization, and attaining liberation. In the state of liberation lies the bodhi mind, the mind that aspires to enlightenment, which leads again to practice, then attainment, then liberation, spiraling ever upward.
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Fukanzazengi: “Principles of Seated Meditation”


Eihei Dogen


Translated by Carl Bielefeldt


FUNDAMENTALLY SPEAKING, the basis of the Way is perfectly pervasive; how could it be contingent on practice and verification? The vehicle of the ancestors is naturally unrestricted; why should we expend sustained effort? Surely the whole being is far beyond defilement; who could believe in a method to polish it? Never is it apart from this very place; what is the use of a pilgrimage to practice it? And yet, if a hair’s breadth of distinction exists, the gap is like that between heaven and earth; once the slightest like or dislike arises, all is confused and the mind is lost.


Though you are proud of your understanding and replete with insight, getting hold of the wisdom that knows at a glance, though you attain the Way and clarify the mind, giving rise to the spirit that assaults the heavens, you may loiter in the precincts of the entrance and still lack something of the vital path of liberation. Even in the case of the one of Jetavana, innately wise though he was, we can see the traces of his six years sitting erect; and in the case of the one of Shaolin, though he succeeded to the mind seal, we still hear of the fame of his nine years facing the wall. When even the ancient sages were like this, how could men today dispense with pursuing [the Way]? Therefore, stop the intellectual practice of investigating words and chasing after talk; study the backward step of turning the light and shining it back. Body and mind will drop away of themselves, and your original face will appear. If you want such a state, urgently work at such a state.


For studying Zen, one should have quiet quarters. Be moderate in food and drink. Cast aside all involvements and discontinue all affairs. Do not think of good or evil; do not deal with right or wrong. Halt the revolutions of mind, intellect, and consciousness; stop the calculations of thoughts, ideas, and perceptions. Do not intend to make a Buddha, much less be attached to sitting still.


In the place where you regularly sit, spread a thick mat and use a cushion on top of it. Sit in either the full cross-legged or half cross-legged position. For the full position, first place your right foot on your left thigh; then place your left foot on your right thigh. For the half position, simply rest your left foot on your right thigh.


Loosen your robe and belt, and arrange them properly. Next, place your right hand on your left foot, and your left hand on your right palm. Press the tips of your thumbs together. Then straighten your body and sit erect. Do not lean to the left or right, forward or backward.


Your ears should be in line with your shoulders, and your nose in line with your navel. Press your tongue against the front of your palate and close your lips and teeth. The eyes should always remain open. Breathe gently through the nose.


Once you have regulated your posture, take a breath and exhale fully. Swing to the left and right. Sitting fixedly, think of not thinking. How do you think of not thinking? Nonthinking. This is the essential art of zazen. Zazen is not the practice of dhyana: it is just the Dharma gate of ease and joy. It is the practice and verification of ultimate bodhi. The koan realized, baskets and cages cannot get to it.


If you grasp the point of this [practice], you are like the dragon gaining the water or the tiger taking to the mountains. You should realize that when right thought is present, dullness and agitation are, from the start, struck aside.


When you arise from sitting, move slowly and arise calmly; do not be hasty or rough.


Considering the past, we see that transcending the profane and surpassing the holy, shedding [this body] while seated and fleeing [this life] while standing are totally subject to this power. Surely, then, to grasp the turning of the opportunity through a finger, a pole, a needle, or a mallet, and to present the verification of the accord with a whisk, a fist, a staff, or a shout—these are not to be understood through the discriminations of thinking; much less can they be known through the practice and verification of supernormal powers. They must represent conduct beyond sound and form; how could they fail to provide a standard before knowledge and understanding?


Therefore, it does not matter whether one is very smart or very stupid; there is no distinction between those of sharp and dull faculties. Singleminded exertion is itself pursuit of the Way. Practice and verification are by nature undefiled. Advancement [to enlightenment] is just an everyday affair. In our world and the other quarters, from the Western Heaven to the Eastern Earth, all equally maintain the Buddha seal, while each enjoys its own style of teaching. They devote themselves only to sitting; they are obstructed by fixedness. Though they speak of ten thousand distinctions and a thousand differences, they only study Zen and pursue the Way.


Why abandon the seat in your own home to wander in vain through the dusty regions of another land? If you make one false step, you miss what is right before you. Since you have already attained the functioning essence of a human body, do not pass your days in vain; when one takes care of the essential function of the Way of the Buddha, who can carelessly enjoy the spark from a flint? Verily form and substance are like the dew on the grass, and the fortunes of life like the lightning flash: in an instant they are emptied, in a moment they are lost.


Eminent students [of the Dharma], long accustomed to groping for the elephant, pray do not doubt the true dragon. Apply yourselves to the way that points directly at reality; honor the man who is through with learning and free from action. Accord with the bodhi of all the Buddhas; succeed to the samadhi of all the Patriarchs. If you act this way for a long time, you will be this way. Your treasure store will open of itself, and you will use it as you will.
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Commentary on Dogen Zenji’s Fukanzazengi


Taizan Maezumi


DOGEN ZENJI wrote the Fukanzazengi between October and December of the year 1227 C.E., at the age of twenty-eight, just after he had returned from China. He had previously done koan study under Master Eisai for a year until Master Eisai passed away, then studied under Eisai Zenji’s first successor, Priest Myozen, for about nine years. Following this, Dogen Zenji went to China with Myozen and stayed there for about four years.


Now this is a very important point: even though Dogen Zenji doesn’t emphasize koan study very much in his writings, he nonetheless studied koans himself for nine years. Then, going further, he attained a more thorough enlightenment under Tendo Nyojo in China, with whom he remained for a couple of years more. When Master Dogen returned to Japan, he wrote this work, the Fukanzazengi, which may well have been his very first work. It was after this that he wrote the Shobogenzo.


But Dogen Zenji actually wrote two Shobogenzos: the one to which we usually refer, which he wrote in Japanese, and another, which he wrote in Chinese. The Chinese Shobogenzo was actually a compilation of some three hundred classical koans, which he may have studied under Myozen, as well as under Master Eisai. But somehow or other, until only very recently, the Soto School has managed to overlook this collection of three hundred koans.


Nonetheless, Dogen Zenji used koans quite commonly, not to mention using numerous passages from the sutras which he quoted in a koan-like manner. Strictly speaking, you cannot really appreciate either Shobogenzo without an understanding of koans.


Of course, you can interpret koans intellectually, but such mere interpretation is not so good. You should have your own realization.


The title of this essay by Dogen Zenji, Fukanzazengi, could be translated in a number of ways. Some translators have used “The Universal Promotion of the Principles of Zazen.” Here it is translated as “The Principles of Seated Meditation.” The thing to understand about this title is that, first of all, Dogen Zenji isn’t just giving a lecture on how to do zazen; he is, in fact, really urging everybody to do it. Furthermore, he uses the word fukan in the title to convey the universality of these principles, applying them without exception to all beings. Of course, when we talk about how to sit, we may say “just sit.” But merely putting your body in a sitting position isn’t quite enough. Zazen literally means, “sitting Zen.” And that raises the question of what is Zen. Our practice should be real zazen, and we must clarify what this is for ourselves. And yet, zazen can be done by anybody and everybody. In order to do zazen, we don’t need to have anything more than this body. That much is quite sufficient.
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