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FOREWORD


Thomas Yuho Kirchner


FEW ASPECTS OF BUDDHIST PRACTICE have so captured the popular imagination as the Zen koan. On first encounter koans seem the ultimate riddles, challenging us to transcend ordinary logic and offering the promise of spiritual insight. They are undoubtedly one of the main reasons for Zen’s association with intuitive creativity, and for the mystique that has inspired any number of book titles beginning with Zen and the Art of ....


For most people the mystery of the koans begins with the enigmatic wording of the koans themselves. Why would the Chinese master Zhaozhou Congshen reply, “The juniper tree in the garden,” when asked the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the west? When Baizhang Huaihai put a jug on the floor and said, “If you can’t call this a jug, what do you call it?” why did his student Guishan Lingyou kick over the jug and walk away? And what does it signify that such enigmatic responses, properly understood, are equally meaningful for modern American Zen students as for Song-dynasty Chinese monks?


Questions of this type generally resolve themselves with serious zazen practice and deepening insight. Students find that koans have their own inner logic, a logic that reveals itself as practitioners come to know the mind out of which the koans emerged—a mind beyond thought and time, in which, as John Daido Loori Roshi says in his Introduction, “there are no paradoxes.” Here Chinese monk and American Zen student stand on equal footing.


And yet with continued practice other, sometimes more perplexing, enigmas emerge. The effectiveness of the koans in Zen training has been demonstrated through the centuries, and many of the greatest masters, such as Dahui and Hakuin (both represented in the present volume), proclaim them incomparable as a way to precipitate awakening and clarify insight. Nevertheless, every long-time Zen practitioner knows certain intuitive individuals who are far advanced in koan work yet show little corresponding spiritual growth; this is as true among traditional Asian monastics as among Western lay practitioners. Conversely, other students, obviously mature in their practice, fail to ever connect with the koans, sometimes even after completing the entire system. Even Rinzai Zen masters often have misgivings about koan practice, warning against “collecting” koans at the risk of missing the true goal of Zen practice, which Dogen describes as, “to be enlightened by the ten thousand things, to eliminate the separation between self and other.”


Why do some individuals seem to do so well with koans, and others seem to miss the mark? There may be as many answers to this question as there are people practicing Zen. In the end, there are no guarantees in the spiritual life; no method or technique, no matter how powerful, can by itself entirely overcome the subtle self-deceptions used by the ego to perpetuate its own existence. The koan is simply a tool, an aid to self-inquiry and realization that, as Daido Roshi points out, must be supported by the personal foundation one brings to the practice: great doubt, great faith, and great determination. Without, in particular, great doubt (the drive to resolve the question of life and death), the student can easily mistake koans as the goal of Zen practice, rather than as a means to that goal.


In his excellent contribution to this collection, Victor Sogen Hori stresses that koan work, like all Buddhist practices, is ultimately concerned with attaining the religious ideals of awakened wisdom and selfless compassion. If the essentially religious nature of the training is not understood, then the central reason for these training methods has been missed. In practical terms, the various aspects of a comprehensive spiritual practice have their respective strengths and weaknesses; zazen and koan work tend to be oriented chiefly towards deepening and clarifying the aspect of wisdom, and achieve their ultimate goals best when balanced by more explicitly compassion-oriented work in ethics and character development.


Nevertheless, to acknowledge that the koan is a tool, with a tool’s limits, is not in any way to belittle it. Tools are as essential in cultivating the spiritual life as they are in cultivating the soil of a garden. For many Zen practitioners the koan has proved an especially effective means of crystallizing the problems that arise on the spiritual path and precipitating the insights that help resolve those problems. The challenge is to employ the koan-tool most effectively, and that, as with any tool, requires an understanding of what it is and how it is used.


Sitting with Koans provides an excellent start toward such understanding, offering the reader—whether veteran meditator, inquiring novice, or simply interested observer—a careful and well-organized presentation of classic and modern source materials on many aspects of traditional koan work. Chapters on the meaning, history, and dynamics of koan practice are accompanied by a large selection of actual koans, with commentaries by Chinese, Japanese, and American Zen masters. Solidly oriented toward the religious dimension of Zen, the book’s emphasis is always on the koan as a spiritual practice.


Sitting with Koans joins Daido Roshi’s many other books to form a body of work dealing with virtually every aspect of practical Zen training, including shikantaza (The Art of Just Sitting), ethics and morality (The Heart of Being), the stages of practice (Riding the Ox Home), and art as spiritual training (The Zen of Creativity). One of Daido Roshi’s central goals as a teacher has been the integration of traditional Buddhist values into the cultural context of twenty-first century America, centered on the creation of a viable Buddhist monasticism that supports and is in turn sustained by a solid lay practice. Sitting with Koans continues this effort, clarifying the nature and history of koan training and demonstrating how it continues to evolve in the present-day Western world. This is a book that will be of value to anyone interested in koan practice and the transmission of this practice to the West.







INTRODUCTION
THE ANATOMY OF THE ZEN KOAN


John Daido Loori


ACCORDING TO THE LEGEND of Shakyamuni’s birth, when the Buddha was born he took three steps forward, pointed to heaven with one hand and to the earth with the other and said, “Between heaven and earth I alone am the honored one.” In Zen, we take this pivotal moment and study it as a koan—a fundamental question about the nature of reality that a student works with during periods of zazen, or Zen meditation.


These days, koans have become part of our everyday language. They appear in songs, movies, even beauty products. Some well-known koans are What is the sound of one hand clapping? or Zhaozhou’s Mu. The common view of koans like these describes them as riddles or paradoxes, but the fact is there are no paradoxes. Paradox exists only in language, in the words and ideas that describe reality. In reality itself there are no paradoxes.


In order to see into a koan we must go beyond the words and ideas that describe reality and directly and intimately experience reality itself. The answer to a koan is not a fixed piece of information. It is one’s own intimate and direct experience of the universe and its infinite facets. It is a state of consciousness.


A practitioner working on Shakyamuni’s statement needs to sit with the questions: Who is that honored one? What does it mean to stand alone between heaven and earth? Although the Buddha lived over 2,500 years ago, these are not abstract questions. To ask Who is the honored one? is no different from asking What is reality? What is life? What is death? What is God? Who am I? These are questions about the basic truths of our lives. In Zen, the investigation into these questions takes the form of koan introspection within the context of zazen and the teacher-student relationship.


In the beginning stages of practice, zazen allows the mind to become quiet and focused, bringing attention to the present moment. Little by little, we learn to still our internal dialogue so we can put our attention on the breath, and eventually, on the koan. By working with our thoughts—acknowledging them, letting them go, coming back again and again to the breath—we begin to develop joriki, or self-power. Joriki prepares us to work on koans because it enables us to put our mind where we want it, when we want it, for as long as we want it there.


The further we go into zazen, the more confidence we develop in our ability to let go. As our confidence grows, our ability to process suppressed thoughts broadens. Little by little we work our way through the accumulated baggage of a lifetime. Gradually the mind settles and quiets down. Our zazen becomes serene and spacious.


Eventually, joriki turns into samadhi, or single-pointedness of mind. When samadhi has developed sufficiently, we begin to work with the first koan. Up until that point, the teacher has been supportive and nourishing in dokusan, or face-to-face teaching. But when the first koan is introduced, the teacher turns into an adversary, demanding clear responses. “What is it? Go deeper. Not good enough. Work harder.” Suddenly the student is on her own: What is it? What is it? What is it? keeps resonating in her whole being. She knows there’s an answer, and she knows other people have seen it, so she perseveres. She keeps trying, and she keeps getting rejected. She keeps getting thrown back on herself.


This is usually the most difficult period of practice. Sometimes it takes years to see the first koan. During this time the student will go to the teacher hundreds of times and present an understanding, and the teacher will reject it. If the student has not built up some self-esteem and some stability in zazen, she suddenly finds herself in a quandary because the teacher’s support evaporates. The only place she can turn to is very deep inside herself. This personal foundation of self-study is often referred to as “the three pillars of Zen”: great doubt, great faith, and great determination.


Great doubt is the question of life and death. Koans are a distilled essence of this question—the fuel behind the spiritual quest. Great doubt is described by the Chinese master Wumen as a red-hot fiery ball that’s stuck in your throat. You can’t swallow it and you can’t spit it out.


Great faith is the sincere trust in the process. This trust is not only in Buddhism and Zen, but in koan introspection, and most importantly in oneself and one’s own ability to break through the koan. To break through, you need to have total trust in yourself and your ability to do it. If you don’t believe you can, you won’t. It’s not something that’s going to happen by accident, but rather something you’re going to do with your own body and mind.


Great faith and great doubt are in dynamic equilibrium. They create a spiritual tension that must be balanced with a third quality: great determination. Great determination is vital in koan study, particularly in respect to the shifting teacher-student relationship. This relationship is in a constant state of evolution, from the first meeting to the last. Our upbringing and educational system place immense value on approval, which can often lead to feeling dependent on the teacher or to a lack of trust in one’s own self-sufficiency. Great determination is the kind of determination that Bodhidharma spoke of: “Seven times knocked down, eight times get up.” There’s nothing that can stop you. It may take time, it may take endless effort, it may take the rest of your life, but you’re going to do it. You keep practicing until the intellect is completely exhausted and you make the quantum leap necessary to see the koan.


That initial insight is usually the first glimpse into the absolute basis of reality, the dharmakaya. Clarifying and thoroughly understanding the dharmakaya is a process that continues throughout the entirety of a student’s training. Following the first koan and the initial breakthrough is a sequence of koans whose role is to clarify that original insight. In the training at Zen Mountain Monastery, there are one hundred miscellaneous koans that act as a prelude to the classic collections. The curriculum of koans that my teacher Maezumi Roshi used in training students include two-hundred miscellaneous koans, forty-eight koans of The Gateless Gate, one hundred koans of The Blue Cliff Record, one hundred koans of the Book of Equanimity, fifty-three koans of The Record of Transmitting the Light, the koans on the Five Ranks of Master Dong-shan, and a hundred and twenty precept koans. Towards the end of training there are also the kirigami documents and oral teachings with koans embedded in them. Altogether this represents roughly seven hundred cases that students work with day by day, week by week, year by year, slowly and painstakingly transforming themselves and their lives.


Progression through the koan system varies from person to person, but most often it is irregular, with periods of smooth sailing interrupted by moments of self-doubt and confusion. A student may be moving along, passing koans, when all of a sudden he runs into an impassable wall—a killing-sword koan. The teacher will use these koans to “kill” the student’s ego. Just when things are beginning to make sense, the teacher pulls out the rug. Nothing makes sense anymore, and the student is once again thrown into turmoil.


This pattern repeats itself throughout training. From one perspective, this dance is the basis of the teacher-student relationship. When the student gets comfortable, the teacher pulls out the rug and the student falls. The teacher rushes over and helps the student to his feet again; once the student is brushed off and standing firmly, the teacher pulls out the rug again and down he goes. This happens again and again until the teacher can pull the rug without the student falling. They bow to each other and the process is completed: the dharma is transmitted to the next generation.


To understand this dance, it is helpful to also understand how the mind-to-mind transmission works in Zen. When Shakyamuni Buddha realized himself under the bodhi tree, he realized that all sentient beings are—and always have been—perfect and complete, lacking nothing. But given this truth, teaching becomes a very difficult task. If we already have what we’re looking for, what is there to teach? Knowing this, the Buddha developed myriad upaya, skillful means, in order to help us realize that which has always been present.


It is that realization that was transmitted on Mount Gridhrakuta years later, from Shakyamuni to Mahakashyapa. Two thousand students had gathered on Vulture Peak to hear the Buddha give a discourse. When the Buddha appeared, he held up a flower and without saying a word twirled it in his fingers. Of all the students listening, only Mahakashyapa smiled and blinked his eyes. The Buddha said, “I have the all-pervading true dharma, incomparable nirvana, the exquisite teaching of formless form. It does not rely on letters and is transmitted outside the scriptures. I now hand it to Mahakashyapa.” As with the Buddha’s birth, Zen takes up this event as a koan; the full case appears in The Gateless Gate with commentary and verse by Master Wumen.


Some time after the Buddha’s death, the dharma was again transmitted to the next generation. Ananda, the Buddha’s attendant and cousin, had been present at the assembly on Vulture Peak when Mahakashyapa received the transmission. It is said that Ananda had an incredible memory; all the sutras are purported to have come from his recitation of the Buddha’s words. But despite Ananda’s unparalleled knowledge, it was Mahakashyapa who received the Buddha’s acknowledgment. Why? Why didn’t Ananda get it? Because the mind-to-mind transmission is not based on knowledge or information.


After the Buddha died, Ananda became Mahakashyapa’s attendant. One day Ananda was reflecting on the incident on Mount Gridhrakuta and he asked Mahakashyapa, “When the Buddha gave you the robe and bowl [the symbols of transmission] on Vulture Peak, what else did he give you?” He was full of doubt and asking, What do you have that I don’t have? Mahakashyapa answered, “Ananda!” Ananda responded, “Yes Master!” Mahakashyapa said, “Take down the flagpole.” Hearing these words, Ananda was greatly enlightened. “Take down the flagpole” is another way of saying “the lecture is over.” In those days, whenever a discourse was given by a teacher, a banner would fly on the flagpole. To take down the flagpole meant that the talk had ended. This incident, according to the Zen tradition, marked the transmission from the second to the third generation.


The very same thread continued on for generation after generation for 2,500 years—not through lectures, sutras, philosophical treatises, or belief systems but mind-to-mind. A direct insight into the teaching was said to be carried for twenty-eight generations in India. Then it was brought to China by Bodhidharma. It flowered there during the Tang Dynasty and continued for fifty-one more generations in China and Japan, eventually coming to this continent at the turn of the twentieth century. It was always transmitted directly, intimately, from generation to generation, teacher to student.


Because of the nature of Zen training and its emphasis on direct experience, a book about koan practice is, in a way, a contradiction in terms. Whole volumes on koans could not adequately explain how they work or what they’re about. However, a text on the history and study of koans can act as upaya. One of the factors motivating modern practitioners these days is their intellect. So in order to do good “Zen fishing” and guide students into serious practice—one of the vows of a Zen teacher—it is sometimes useful to bait the hook with beautiful, juicy intellectual worms. Sitting with Koans is one of these worms.


The hundreds of dialogues, encounters, commentaries, and verses recorded in the koan collections provide a beautiful context for understanding the evolution of the dharma through the centuries. Ours is not a Buddhist culture, so it is important for practitioners to get a sense of the socio-historical background in which koan introspection developed and the effect it had on shaping Zen practice. The first section of this book provides just such an overview.


The second section lays the groundwork for a deeper understanding of the Japanese koan system, with special emphasis on works by great masters like Hakuin Ekaku and Eihei Dogen—pivotal figures in the revitalization of koan introspection, as well as avid and original commentators on koans.


The third section includes teisho (dharma discourses) by some of the Japanese masters who came to America at the turn of the twentieth century in order to establish Zen on these shores. These discourses are followed by talks by some of their successors, the American Zen masters who laid the groundwork for an authentic, yet distinctly Western, style of Zen. In selecting teachers for inclusion in this volume, I have chosen from among only those teachers who have received inka (formal Rinzai transmission, Rinzai Zen being the tradition most closely associated with koan practice).


Sitting with Koans is not meant to be taken as an academic text. Nor is it a how-to book meant to provide answers to life’s questions. If anything, it will hopefully leave you with more questions. The only way to truly learn about koans is by doing them. Master Dogen said the koan is like a sharp lancet. You turn it toward yourself in order to pierce through the bag of skin—the idea of a separate self. Each koan, experienced with the whole body and mind, is an initiation into a new way of being. Each koan presents us with the possibility of experiencing true freedom.


We all have the potential to live a fully deluded or fully awakened life. It is up to us to choose. This boundless dharma is always present, whether we realize it or not. We should strive with all our might to keep it alive and vibrant. It is the most important thing that we will ever do with our lives.







EDITOR’S NOTE


IN ORDER to stay true to the original sources, we have kept masters’ names the way they appear in each piece contained in this book, instead of changing them to the commonly used Pinyin Romanization style of Chinese names. Pinyin is used, when applicable, in the table of contents and titles. We have also retained each piece’s capitalization and spelling of words like “Buddhas” and “Buddha-nature,” as well as gender-specific pronouns when referring to monastics or Buddhist practitioners.







HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE







THE DEFINITION OF A KOAN


Chung-feng Ming-pen


Translated by Ruth Fuller Sasaki


THE KOANS [kungans] may be compared to the case records of the public law court. Whether or not the ruler succeeds in bringing order to his realm depends in essence upon the existence of law. Kung (ko), or “public,” is the single track followed by all sages and worthy men alike, the highest principle which serves as a road for the whole world. An (an), or “records,” are the orthodox writings that record what the sages and worthy people regard as principles. There have never been rulers who did not have public law courts, and there have never been public law courts that did not have case records that are to be used as precedents of laws in order to stamp out injustice in the world. When these public case records (koans) are used, then principles and laws will come into effect; when these come into effect, the world will become upright; when the world is upright, the Kingly Way will be well ordered.


Now, when we use the word “koan” to refer to the teachings of the buddhas and ancestors, we mean the same thing. The koans do not represent the private opinion of a single person, but rather the hundreds and thousands of bodhisattvas of the three realms and the ten directions. This principle accords with the spiritual source, tallies with the mysterious meaning, destroys birth-and-death, and transcends the passions. It cannot be understood by logic; it cannot be transmitted in words; it cannot be explained in writing; it cannot be measured by reason. It is like the poisoned drum that kills all who hear it, or like a great fire that consumes all who come near it. What is called the “special transmission of the Vulture Peak” was the transmission of this; what is called the “direct pointing of Bodhidharma at Shao-lin-ssu” was pointing at this.


From the time long ago when the lotus flower was held up on Vulture Peak until today, how can there have been only seventeen hundred koans? Yet the koans are something that can be used only by people with enlightened minds who wish to prove their understanding. They are certainly not intended to be used merely to increase one’s lore and provide topics for idle discussion.


The so-called venerable masters of Zen are the chief officials of the public law courts of the monastic community, as it were, and their words on the transmission of Zen and their collections of sayings are the case records of points that have been vigorously advocated. Occasionally men of former times, in the intervals when they were not teaching, in spare moments when their doors were closed, would take up these case records and arrange them, give their judgment on them, compose verses of praise on them, and write their own answers to them. Surely they did not do this just to show off their erudition and contradict the worthy men of old. Rather, they did it because they could not bear to think that the Great Dharma might become corrupt. Therefore they stooped to using expedients in order to open up the Wisdom Eye of the people of later generations, hoping thereby to make it possible for them to attain the understanding of the Great Dharma for themselves in the same way. That is all.


The word kung (ko), or “public,” means that the koans put a stop to private understanding; the word an (an), or “case records,” means that they are guaranteed to accord with the buddhas and ancestors. When these koans are understood and accepted, then there will be an end to feeling and discrimination; when there is an end to feeling and discrimination, birth-and-death will become empty; when birth-and-death becomes empty, the Buddha-way will be ordered.


What do I mean by according with the buddhas and ancestors? The buddhas and ancestors have been greatly sorrowed to see that sentient beings bind themselves to the realm of birth-and-death and sensual delusion, so that, through the countless kalpas of the past down to the present, none have been able to free themselves. Therefore they displayed words in the midst of wordlessness and handed down forms in the midst of formlessness. But once the bonds of delusion have been loosed, how can there be any words and forms left to discuss?


If an ordinary man has some matter that he is not able to settle by himself, he will go to the public law court to seek a decision, and there the officials will look up the case records and, on the basis of them, settle the matter for him. In the same way, if a student has that in his understanding of enlightenment that he cannot settle for himself, he will ask his teacher about it, and the teacher, on the basis of the koans, will settle it for him.


The koan is a torch of wisdom that lights up the darkness of feeling and discrimination, a golden scraper that cuts away the film clouding the eye, a sharp ax that severs the root of birth-and-death, a divine mirror that reflects the original face of both the sacred and the secular. Through it, the intention of the patriarchs is made abundantly clear, the Buddha-mind is laid open and revealed. For the essentials of complete transcendence, final emancipation, total penetration, and identical attainment, nothing can surpass the koan.







THE SONG PERIOD:
A TIME OF MATURATION


Heinrich Dumoulin


KOAN PRACTICE AND KOAN COLLECTIONS


ALTHOUGH THE PRACTICE of using koan took clear shape during the Song period, its origins lie further back in Zen history. The “paradoxical words and strange deeds” of the Zen masters of the T’ang period, which were assembled in the Zen chronicles and collected sayings of the Song period, provide the basic materials for all the classic koan cases. The historical sources for the koan are late and rather unreliable; with great literary freedom their authors took up the disconcerting answers and antics of Zen adepts and transformed these words and stories into what we have today—koan cases and specific aids on the way to enlightenment.


Literally, the word koan (Chin., kung-an) is a combination of graphs that signifies “public notice” or “public announcement.” A koan, therefore, presents a challenge and an invitation to take seriously what has been announced, to ponder it and respond to it. But the special character of this “announcement” confronts the listener or reader with a perplexing puzzle. One becomes confused, and the more one tries to come up with an answer and search for a solution, the more confused one gets. The essence of the koan is to be rationally unresolvable and thus point to what is “arational.” The koan urges us to abandon our rational thought structures and step beyond our usual state of consciousness in order to press into new and unknown dimensions. This is the common purpose of all koan, no matter how much they may differ in content or literary form.


We may begin our résumé of the history of koan practice with the Rinzai master Nan-yüan Hui-yung (d. 930), who was in fact the first to use koan, confronting his disciples with the words of the early masters in order to bring them to sudden enlightenment. Around this time, or perhaps somewhat later, Zen followers began to gather together the many stories about those early inventive and highly esteemed masters who could bring their students to enlightenment with a word or blow or bizarre gesture. These stories were then arranged in order, provided with clarifying commentaries, and adorned with verse.


The earliest koan collection is found in the writings of Fen-yang Shan-chao, who did much to revive the spirit of Lin-chi, the founder of his school. The chronicles describe him as an imposing, expansive personality. Among the many students who entrusted themselves to his guidance was Shih-shuang (Tz’u-ming) Ch’u-yüan who was put through a hard program of training before being named Fen-yang’s Dharma heir. Fen-yang’s writings were edited by Shih-shuang in a three-volume work entitled Fun ‘yoroku (Chin., Fen-yang lu). The work details his devoted discipleship as a follower of his great model, Lin-chi.


Fen-yang’s writings are replete with paradoxical and dialectical statements and many other motifs from the Rinzairoku. The first book is composed of lectures and practical admonitions, and the third of religious poems and verse. In the second book we find three groups of one hundred koan each, the most important of which is the first series, which offers one hundred koan cases from the ancients (Jpn., juko), complete with commentaries and verses by Fen-yang. In these stories we hear from Bodhidharma, from the Sixth Patriarch, and from many well-known Zen masters of the T’ang period. The second series is made up of one hundred koan—questions called kitsumon (Chin., chie-wen), which were formulated by Fen-yang himself and clearly show his creative gifts. In the last hundred examples Fen-yang offers his own particular answers (Jpn., betsugo) to riddles of earlier times. We should not be surprised to find such a large number of cases at the very beginning of the development of koan practice. It is estimated that there are in all some 1,700 koan within the Zen tradition. Nor is it unusual to hear that Master Fen-yang composed so many of them himself. Even today, Zen masters continue to come up with new koan based on their own experience and dealings with their disciples.


Under Fen-yang’s successor, Shih-shuang, the Rinzai school grew in popular esteem and the master himself was highly respected at the imperial court. The Tensho kotoroku, a work compiled by the nobleman Li Tsun-hsü that laid the foundations for the golden age of Rinzai in the Song empire, appeared during his lifetime (1036). It is counted among the five authoritative Zen chronicles of the Song period and contains much koan material. Shih-shuang’s disciples Yang-ch’i and Huang-lung carried on the transmission of the spirit and teachings of Lin-chi faithfully.


Huang-lung Hui-nan, who gathered a dense “forest” of disciples about him, was distinguished by his ingenious use of paradox, as his well-known “three barriers” (Jpn., sankan) show. The following play of question and answer was later passed on as a koan:


Question: “All people have their own native place owing to the causal nexus. Where is your native place?”


Answer: “Early in the morning I ate white rice gruel; now I feel hungry again.”


Question: “In what way do my hands resemble the Buddha’s hands?”


Answer: “Playing the lute in the moonlight.”


Question: “In what way do my feet resemble the feet of a donkey?”


Answer: “When the heron stands in the snow, its color is not the same.”


Although important masters such as Hui-t’ang Tsu-hsin (1025–1100) and Tou-shuai Ts’ung-yüeh (1044–1092) number among the followers of Huang-lung, this branch of Zen disappeared in China before the end of the Song period. It was brought to Japan by the Japanese Buddhist monk Eisai (1141–1215).


It was in Yang-ch’i’s line of the Rinzai school that Zen experienced its greatest development in China. A mild-mannered man who attracted many disciples, Yang-ch’i Fang-hui is the subject of many traditional stories. His second-generation disciple, Wu-tsu Fa-yen (1024–1104) holds a place of prominence. Under him and his immediate successors, the use of the koan during the Song period reached its high point.


The first part of Fa-yen’s name, Wu-tsu (which has often led to his being confused with another master of the same name), literally means “fifth patriarch.” It was given him because he had lived for over thirty years on the famous East Mountain in the region of the Yellow Plum—which also came to be called the “Mountain of the Fifth Patriarch” after the death of the Fifth Patriarch, Hung-jen. Here he carried out his teaching in authentic Zen style. The four koan in the Mumonkan [Gateless Gate] that deal with him all have a distinctive flavor. In one, he places the student in a typical koan situation in which there is no exit:


If you meet a man of Tao on the way, greet him neither with words nor with silence. Now tell me, how will you greet him? (Case 36)


Or:


Shakyamuni and Maitreya are but his servants. Now tell me, who is he? (Case 45)


The answer could be: “the true human of no rank.” He also gives his students this precious case to grapple with:


To give an example, it is like a buffalo passing through a window. Its head, horns, and four legs have all passed through. Why is it that its tail cannot? (Case 38)


A question based on a folk legend invites the student to metaphysical reflection:


Ch’ien-nü and her soul are separated: which is the true one? (Case 35)


With Wu-tsu Fa-yen we are truly in the middle of the world of the koan.


Fa-yen ’s main disciple, Yüan-wu K’o-ch’in (1063–1135), was a central figure in the koan Zen of the Song period. Raised in a Confucian family, from early youth Yüan-wu displayed a strong intellectual curiosity and a phenomenal memory. After studying the Buddhist scriptures in a local Buddhist temple he decided to become a monk and set out on a long pilgrimage that ended at the feet of Master Wu-tsu Fa-yen. But he was only able to entrust himself fully to the master after an initial failure in which a serious sickness, foretold by the master, had broken his proud self-confidence. Under Wu-tsu’s guidance he achieved an extraordinarily powerful and enduring experience of enlightenment.


After a short period of temple service, Yüan-wu returned to his home in Szechwan to care for his aged and ailing mother. We later meet him in the monastery of Reisen-in (Chin., Ling-ch’üan-yüan), where he was delivering lectures on sayings and stories from the ancients; the examples he used were to become the core of the famous Hekiganroku collection. He attracted many disciples and won the favor of the Northern Song emperor Hui-tsung (r. 1101–1125), a lover of art but politically weak. The emperor gave him the purple robe and the title “Zen Master of the Buddha Fruit” (Jpn., Bukka zenji; Chin., Fo-kuo ch’an-shih). When the northern kingdom fell, he escaped to the South where he lived for a time with his disciple and Dharma heir Ta-hui Tsung-kao (1089–1163) in the monastery of Shinnyo-in (Chin., Chen-ju-yüan). There the young Hung-chih Cheng-chüeh (1091–1157) of the Soto school visited him to pay his respects and receive instruction. On this occasion, the young guest may have also met Ta-hui, with whom he was later to have a formidable confrontation.


Yüan-wu was also highly regarded by Emperor Kao-tsung (r. 1127–1162) of the Southern Song, who honored him with the title “Zen Master of Full Enlightenment” (Jpn., Engo zenji; Chin., Yüan-wu ch’an-shih), the title by which he is known in Zen history. He passed his final years surrounded by his disciples in a local monastery in Szechwan. When he was preparing for death he wrote the following lines at the request of his disciples:


My work slipped off into the night,
For you no pretty song took flight.
The hour is here; I must away.
Fare ye well! Take care aright!


Yüan-wu K’o-ch’in never matched the creative originality of the great Zen masters of the T’ang period, but his own special gifts found a fitting outlet in the koan collection that he co-authored and brought to completion, the Hekiganroku, or Blue Cliff Record. He recognized the high quality of the cases and verses that Hsüeh-tou of the friendly House of Yün-men had gathered and used them as the foundation for his own collection. From the thorough and intensive way in which he assembled and interpreted these cases, the most significant collection of koan in all of Zen took shape. The collection contains a hundred cases. The two basic texts—the cases (either episodes or accounts of experiences of enlightenment) and the verses—were drawn from Hsüeh-tou. To these Yüan-wu added notes and a commentary for each text. Thus a koan case from the Hekiganroku collection consists of seven parts: an introduction, case, notes, commentary on the case, verse, notes, and commentary on the verse.


In the verses, Hsüeh-tou shows himself to be a highly gifted poet. Yüan-wu’s notes are pointed, often ironic, and always right on the mark; they stir one’s interest and attention. The selection of one hundred cases is exquisite. In the rich variety of their content and expression they present the essence of Zen. No systematic ordering is intended, as that might cramp the free movement of the spirit. At the beginning, a few representative pieces are offered: Bodhidharma’s meeting with Emperor Wu, culminating in Hsüeh-tou’s verse, “Holy truth—open expanse!” (Case 1); Chao-chou’s remark on the opening verse of the Shinjinmei [Trust in Mind], “The real Way is not difficult. It only abhors choice and attachment” (Case 2); and the third case concerning the great master of the T’ang period, Ma-tsu. To read the Blue Cliff Record in its given sequence and be guided by the spirit and imagination of the lively commentary Gundert has provided is to find a sure, albeit not easy, entrance into one of the foremost examples of religious world literature.


What happened to the Hekiganroku in China is not entirely clear. It met with great acclaim when it was first published during the lifetime of Yüan-wu (1128), only later to fall prey to the fanatical zeal of his successor, Ta-hui Tsung-kao, who burned every copy of the work he could find and destroyed the printer’s blocks. As a result, the work fell out of use until some two hundred years later, when the lay Buddhist Chang Ming-yüan gathered together all available copies and brought out a new edition in 1300. It is not known precisely what motivated Ta-hui to act as he did. Miura and Sasaki surmise that he was afraid the work made things too clear and thus would present an obstacle to Zen practice. Gundert also excludes any “base motivation” and blames Ta-hui’s decision on an unruly, unbridled temperament. As we have seen, “opposition to written tradition … is rooted in the essence of Zen.” Perhaps it was the work’s own “beauty of expression” that had destined it to the flames. In any case, the whole event, difficult as it is to understand, underlines the fact that Zen allows no written work, no matter how profound and polished, to take the place of practice and experience. The eventual republication of the Hekiganroku gave rise to a long string of commentaries in both Chinese and Japanese.


Our knowledge of koan practice in the Soto school is limited. The dialectical design of the Five Ranks was taken over into the koan method and increasingly employed in Zen practice. The line of Ts’ao-shan Penchi, in which the Five Ranks came to full expression, had disappeared early on. The Soto school was carried on under the direction of Tung-shan’s disciple, Yün-chü Tao-ying (d. 902), though tradition has it that his master had not entrusted him with the Five Ranks. Yün-chü was named after the mountain location of the monastery where he was active for more than thirty years within a large community of followers. Cases of enlightenment played an important role in the guidance he provided his disciples. We do not know whether his early successors in the Soto school took a stance against the use of koan. The Soto masters T’ou-tzu I-ch’ing (1032–1082) and Tan-hsia Tzu-ch’un (d. 1119) both edited koan collections of one hundred cases.


During the Song period it was Hung-chih Cheng-chüeh (1091–1157) who put the Soto school in the limelight. Hung-chih’s visit to Yüan-wu, mentioned above, suggests that at least in his early years he was not opposed to the koan practice of the Rinzai school. As a master he earned recognition and attracted a large following. Because of his success in restoring religious discipline after the decline it had suffered during the disturbances of the previous century, he came to be known as the “Patriarch of the Renewal of Mount T’ien-t’ung.” He lived on this mountain for some thirty years, and for this reason the sources sometimes call him T’ien-t’ung Cheng-chüeh. His literary gifts are evident in his two collections from the ancients, each a hundred cases with accompanying verses, Juko hyakusoku (Chin., Song-ku pai-tse) and Nenko hyakusoku (Chin., Nien-ku pai-tse), both of which enjoyed great popularity in his school. His understanding of Zen practice differed from that of his colleague from the Rinzai school Ta-hui Tsung-kao, who engaged him in a rather bitter controversy. The question whether Cheng-chüeh’s views disagreed only with those of his opponent or whether he was also in opposition to the great masters of the T’ang period remains moot.


The second largest koan collection of the Song period is known by its abbreviated title, the Shoyoroku (Chin., Ts’ung-jung lu, [Book of Equanimity]). It appeared about one hundred years after the Hekiganroku and was modeled after it. The work was assembled by the Soto master Wan-song Hsing-hsiu (1166–1246), a member of the line of Yün-chü but not a direct successor to Hung-chih . The basis of his work was a group of one hundred cases and verses from Hung-chih Cheng-chüeh’s Juko hyakusoku. He lectured on Hung-chih’s work at the small monastery of Shoyo-an, the “Hermitage of Composure.” Between the text of the cases and their verses he inserted intermediary notes, giving a fivefold structure to each koan. Five cases were taken from sutras, but the greater part of the collection is made up of cases from the masters of the T’ang period and from the Five Houses. The same names and sometimes the same episodes and words found in other koan collections appear in Wan-song’s collection. Often the Keitoku dentoroku serves him as a source. Wan-song’s rather formidable volume first appeared in 1224, nearly a century after the Hekiganroku. The cases of the Shoyoroku have become part of Zen’s koan tradition.


The Mumonkan, a collection of “forty-eight cases of enlightenment of the Buddhas and patriarchs,” appeared at the end of the Song period (1229) and represents the most mature of the koan collections. This volume has its own independent character, different from every other in the genre. With an evident disregard for literary quality, the cases use short, unembellished sentences to enter directly into what is essential, to what makes the koan what it is. Each case consists of only three parts (in addition to the title): the text of the case, a critical commentary by Master Wu-men, and the verse, which is less a poem than a simple pair of loosely linked lines. The main contents of the koan are given clear and thematic expression. Many of the episodes, conversations, and dicta appearing in the forty-eight cases are very well-known in Zen history.


The Mumonkan is the work of a single editor, Master Wu-men Huik’ai (1183–1260), a successor of Wu-tsu Fa-yen from the Yang-ch’i line of the Rinzai school. He does not, however, belong to the well-known line carried on by Wu-tsu Fa-yen’s famous successors Yüan-wu K’o-ch’in and Ta-hui Tsung-kao, but to an historically somewhat obscure branch referred to in the Mumonkan only through mention of Yüeh-an Shan-kuo, whose eyes, Master Wu-men tells us, were like meteors and whose acts like lightning (Case 8).


In Wu-men Hui-k’ai, the Dharma heir of Yüeh-lin Shih-kuan (1143–1217), we have another powerful thirteenth-century representative of Lin-chi’s Chinese Zen. Wu-men’s practice was shaped through and through by the use of koan. The intensity of his own enlightenment is evident in the following verses composed in the afterglow of his experience:


A thunderclap under a clear blue sky!


All beings on earth have opened their eyes.


Everything under the sun has bowed at once.


Mount Sumeru jumps up and dances the san-t’ai.


His work is the direct expression of his own experience. In his foreword he testifies to the close bond between this sacred text in his personal life:


In the summer of the first year of Shao-ting [1228], I, Huik’ai, was the head of the monks at Lung-hsiang in Tungchia. The monks begged me for instruction. Finally I took up the koan of the ancient masters and used them as brickbats to knock at the gate in guiding the monks in accordance with their capabilities and types. I have noted down these koan and they have now unwittingly become quite a collection. There are now forty-eight of them, which I have not arranged in any order. I will call the collection the Mumonkan, “The Gateless Barrier.”


In his postscript, Wu-men Hui-k’ai explains his title, The Gateless Barrier, by appealing to the Zen master Hsüan-sha Shi-pei (835–908), a disciple of the famous Hsüeh-feng I-ts’un at the end of the T’ang period. “Have you not heard,” he writes, “what Hsüan-sha said, ‘No-gate is the gate of emancipation; no-mind is the mind of the person of Tao’?” Emancipation and selflessness are the two terms that best characterize the religious efforts of Zen masters in their approach to the Mumonkan collection. To the Zen student, seeking enlightenment by selfless, spontaneous practice, they show the no-gate that leads to emancipation. Hui-k’ai was in the prime of his life when the Mumonkan was first published. His biography reports his later residence in various monasteries. He received numerous tokens of esteem from the emperor of the Southern Song dynasty, including the title “Zen Master of the Buddha Eye.”


A rich and concentrated masterpiece, the Mumonkan has also met with extraordinary success and received widespread attention in the West. Although the Mumonkan differs markedly from the Hekiganroku, both collections are considered the primary representative expressions of the Zen koan. The difficult task of translation is aided by detailed Japanese commentaries that clarify complex expressions or popular usages. Given the deep linguistic roots in China, these collections stand as a challenge and opportunity for professional Sinologists—at least for those who have not limited their scholarship to the Chinese classics. Japanese Zen masters make rather free use of the koan, according to their particular understanding of Zen. More than any other writings in Zen literature, these koan texts have been approached and analyzed from a vast array of perspectives and have presented scholars with the challenge of deepening and enriching our understanding of the Zen experience.


ASPECTS OF THE KOAN METHOD


In assessing koan practice, one should keep in mind that one is dealing with a method that leads to enlightenment, not with enlightenment itself. In this regard it is worth recalling the distinction that the Japanese Buddhist scholar Ui Hajuku, commenting on the development of Zen, drew between “doctrine” and “aids” on the way to enlightenment, “Doctrine” he takes to refer to the theoretical material of the sutras, while “aids” refers to the paradoxical words and actions, the beatings and shoutings, and the koan method. He finds both elements present in Zen from the beginning. Prior to Ma-tsu and the great masters of the T’ang period more emphasis was placed on doctrine and less on aids, but the opposite became the case as time went on. According to Ui, however, it would be misleading to judge Zen on the basis of the relationship of these two elements, since both have no more than a relative value in the Zen scheme of things. The importance of the aids is often inflated among followers of Zen precisely because they are so distinctively Zen. This easily leads to a depreciation of basic Buddhist teachings. Finally, Ui points out that the two elements are by no means mutually exclusive, but that each actually conditions the other: aids are rooted in Buddhist doctrine and presuppose it, while many doctrinal statements are used as koan exercises.


Koan practice became an essential element of Zen self-understanding. Far from being just one practice alongside many others, koan practice is as important as “sitting in mediation” (zazen). Not a few Zen masters, both past and present, have argued that without koan practice it is impossible to come to deeper realization. But although koan practice belongs to the essence of Zen, this practice did not develop with the T’ang masters but during the Song period, when there were already signs that the energy of the Zen movement had begun to decline. If the early Zen masters had reached enlightenment spontaneously out of their own original insights, Zen now had a suitable and effective method by which anyone could attain enlightenment with relative certainty. D. T. Suzuki’s assessment of this development is most perceptive:


Aristocratic Zen was now turned into a democratic, systematized, and to a certain extent, mechanized Zen. No doubt it meant to that extent a deterioration; but without this innovation, Zen might have died out a long time before. To my mind it was the technique of the koan exercise that saved Zen as a unique heritage of Far Eastern culture.


The usual way to answer the question of what a koan is is to offer a few typical examples. In the preceding pages, we have already met with koan of different kinds—cases of enlightenment, conversations, strange happenings, paradoxical sayings of the Zen masters, as well as dialectical formulas—and have pointed out the koan-like features of these various literary forms. The function of a koan is to serve as a means on the way to enlightenment. They are not ends in themselves, nor do they make any claim to express the inexpressible. As Master Wu-men remarks in his preface to the Mumonkan, koan are like “bricks to bang on the door with.” This functional character of the koan does not preclude the possibility of defining them; it only makes clear that it is their function that is decisive, and that this can be expressed in many different ways.


The procedure is more or less as follows: The master gives the student a koan to think about, resolve, and then report back on to the master. Concentration intensifies as the student first tries to solve the koan intellectually. This initial effort proves impossible, however, for a koan cannot be solved rationally. Indeed, it is a kind of spoof on the human intellect. Concentration and irrationality—these two elements constitute the characteristic psychic situation that engulfs the student wrestling with a koan. As this persistent effort to concentrate intellectually becomes unbearable, anxiety sets in. The entirety of one’s consciousness and psychic life is now filled with one thought. The exertion of the search is like wrestling with a deadly enemy or trying to make one’s way through a ring of flames. Such assaults on the fortress of human reason inevitably give rise to a distrust of all rational perception. This gnawing doubt, combined with the futile search for a way out, creates a state of extreme and intense yearning for deliverance. The state may persist for days, weeks, or even years; eventually, the tension has to break.


This psychic process may be compared to shooting an arrow from a tightly drawn bow. In his renowned Zen in the Art of Archery, Eugen Herrigel gives the process a fitting psychological description. He explains his problem to the master:


When I have drawn the bow, the moment comes when I feel: unless the shot comes at once I shan’t be able to endure the tension. And what happens then? Merely that I get out of breath. So I must loose the shot whether I want to or not, because I can’t wait for it any longer.


To this the master replies:


The right shot at the right moment does not come because you do not let go of yourself. You do not wait for fulfillment, but brace yourself for failure. So long as that is so, you have no choice but to call forth something yourself that ought to happen independently of you, and so long as you call it forth your hand will not open in the right way—like the hand of a child. Your hand does not burst open like the skin of a ripe fruit.


As in archery so also in the koan exercise, everything depends on the proper attitude. Only when the attentive mind is relaxed, free from purpose and ego, and fully devoted to the task can it open up of itself.


In his early works Suzuki describes this psychological process in terms of the law of accumulation, saturation, and explosion. Although the psychological concept underlying this model may be partly outdated, it helps to clarify the process and to reveal the danger inherent in it. Accumulation and saturation, when they are in a state of high tension, can by themselves do great harm. An even greater danger is that the premature explosion, more like the detonation of a bomb than the opening of the skin of a ripe fruit. There are plentiful examples from the past and present showing how the practice of koan can lead to a bad end. It is not without good reason that Zen masters sound their warnings. The suppression of reason can throw one’s psychic life out of balance. As with the therapeutic process of modern psychiatry, the inviolable dignity of the person sets limits to the use of the koan. The two processes are not dissimilar. In the Zen practice called “private interview” (dokusan), in which the student makes a progress report to the master, situations may arise that are like those that can take place in the psychotherapist’s office. The student utters broken, incoherent words and gives expression to other spontaneous reactions.


The structure of the koan led C. G. Jung to identify the “great liberation” in Zen with the emancipation of the unconscious. Under the enormous psychological strain of trying to force a solution for the insoluble koan, enlightenment is experienced as the dawn of a new reality in which the boundaries between the conscious and the unconscious disappear, so that the conscious and unconscious alike are laid open. The Zen disciple realizes the totality of human nature in its primal unity, prior to all discrimination and division. Jung’s analysis can shed light on the psychological structure of koan practice.


It was especially because of its psychological implications that the koan method of Zen stirred up great interest when it became known in the West. There is ample support for such psychological interpretations in the history of Zen during the T’ang and the Song periods. Of course, we cannot be sure just how much the Zen masters themselves recognized or intended the psychological effects of their methods. Their main concern was to bring their disciples to a genuine experience, and that experience necessarily implied a break with the student’s ordinary state of consciousness. The masters knew only too well that their students were imprisoned by the world of things around them, rendering homage to a naïve realism and convinced that the knowing subject perceives and knows the world of objects. The jolt produced by the koan can shake students from this state of consciousness and propel them into a sudden awakening that will help them move from a world of multiplicity to a world of oneness. In their essence, therefore, the koan are grounded in Mahayana’s unitive vision of reality.


The connection between koan and Mahayana, clear from the beginning, was later elaborated and illuminated by the systematization of the cases into categories in the school of Hakuin (1685–1768). In this regard, Ruth Fuller Sasaki has observed:


The koan is not a conundrum to be solved by a nimble wit. It is not a verbal psychiatric device for shocking the disintegrated ego of a student into some kind of stability. Nor, in my opinion, is it ever a paradoxical statement except to those who view it from outside. When the koan is resolved it is realized to be a simple and clear statement made from the state of consciousness which it has helped to awaken.


This state of consciousness grasps the unity of reality as Mahayana understands it. The purpose of practice is to clear away every trace of duality. All the koan are meant to serve this same purpose. Thus the metaphysical and religious role of the koan in Zen Buddhism is every bit as important as its psychological structure.


During the early period of Zen history there was no established method for using koan. In the reports that have come down to us from the Song period there are indications of beginnings, and even of well-formed patterns, of stylization. We can notice, for instance, differences in accent corresponding to the different styles of the various masters. A frequent practice was to determine some kind of device that would serve as a focus for the practitioner’s attention and energies. The koan would be compressed, as it were, into a single word, which the students would then take along wherever they went, constantly mulling it over in their consciousness. The classical example of this is the word nothing (Jpn., mu; Chin., wu) in the first case in the Mumonkan, a word that was meant to lead the student beyond objective reasoning and toward ultimate unity.


The dialogue between master and disciple—an indication of their close relationship—also plays an important role in Zen Buddhism. This relationship represents an integral part of Asian religious culture in general. In India, the spiritual guide or guru exercised great influence; in ancient China, there was the teacher of wisdom, who was also the teacher of practical living. All this indicates that from the beginnings of Zen Buddhism a close master-disciple relationship was fostered. This relationship became especially evident in the development of methods for koan practice during the Song period. Since the time of Hakuin and his disciples, the “private interview,” or institutionalized conversation between master and disciple known as sanzen in the Rinzai sect and later also as dokusan, also became part of standard koan practice. The interview was surrounded with much ceremony, and during special periods of practice would take place once a day, sometimes more. In these private interviews students would give an account of their experiences, both positive and negative. Hence, they served as a preventive device against dangerous deviations.


Martin Buber was strongly impressed by the master-disciple relationship in Zen and gave special attention to those koan that centered around some form of interaction between master and disciple. The depth of insight that he perceived in these koan allowed him, he felt, to compare them to the “legendary anecdotes” of Hasidism. The similarity is really only external. The main concern of the koan is concentration, irrationality, and nonduality, while Jewish rabbis seek to make their students aware of another, hidden Thou. The literary genre and aims are completely different.


The use of koan in Zen Buddhism is a unique phenomenon in the history of religion; nothing like it exists in other religious traditions. Developed in China, koan testify to an authentically Chinese mentality, particularly in the way they are rooted in real life. If Zen can be called the Chinese expression of Buddhism, then koan are the most Chinese dimension of Zen. There are of course different ways to understand the practice of the koan, just as individual koan allow for different interpretations. Witness the Zen practitioners of the Song period themselves, whose whole lives revolved around the koan and who contended fiercely with one another regarding their proper use.


THE TWO MAINSTREAMS OF ZEN


Two focal figures mark the middle of the Song period: Ta-hui Tsung-kao, Yüan-wu’s Dharma heir who was the staunch defender of authentic koan practice in the Rinzai school, and Hung-chih Cheng-chüeh, who guided the Soto school on its path of enlightenment. Though friends, the two men differed in their notion of what constituted proper Zen practice. Hung-chih was possessed of considerable poetic talent and produced an important literary work. He loved sitting in meditation and committed himself zealously to the practice. The koan collection he edited indicated that he both knew and valued koan practice, though in his preaching and writing he urged a form of practice that scarcely mentions the koan. As his method grew in popularity and began to attract a large following, it aroused the opposition of Ta-hui, who warned against this “heterodoxy” that he called “silent-illumination Zen” (Jpn., mokusho zen; Chin., mo-chao ch’an). On Ta-hui’s lips the words had a contemptuous ring to them, since as a follower of Lin-chi he rejected all forms of sitting motionless in silence.


Hung-chih responded to the attack. In a short, perceptive work of only 288 characters, entitled The Seal of Silent Illumination (Jpn., Mokushomei; Chin., Mo-chao ming), he disclosed the true meaning of his Zen way. In his view, silent illumination was the most authentic expression of the tradition that had come down from the Buddhas and the patriarchs: To one who forgets words in silence reality is clearly revealed. Already in this sentence, taken from the beginning of the work, we meet the characters for “silence” and “illumination.” Silence is the stillness that grounds the enlightened mind, whose natural ability to “shine” is revealed in silence. Reality reveals itself to those sitting in silent meditation without leading them to look on things as objects of intellection. Enlightenment is like the mirror-quality of the enlightened and resplendent Buddha mind:


One who has attained silent enlightenment belongs to the house of our tradition; silent enlightenment ascends to the heights and penetrates deep into the abyss.


Ta-hui was resolute in his opposition:


Recently a type of heterodox Zen (Jpn., jazen) has grown up in the forest of Zen. By confusing the sickness with the remedy, they have denied the experience of enlightenment. These people think that the experience of enlightenment is but an artificial superstructure meant to attract, so they give it a secondary position, like branches or leaves on the tree. Because they have not experienced enlightenment, they think others have not either. Stubbornly they contend that an empty silence and a musty state of unconsciousness is the original realm of the absolute. To eat their rice twice a day and to sit without thoughts in meditation is what they call complete peace.


In this well-known passage, which is clearly leveled against Hung-chi’s “silent-illumination Zen,” Ta-hui singles out for criticism the passivity of what he sees as a totally false form of practice. Zen practitioners should not, he argued, pass their days in lifelessness like “cold ashes or a withered tree.” The emptiness of Zen meditation is not a dead, lifeless emptiness. As much as he could, Hung-chih rejected these unjust accusations. In the heat of the argument, he disdainfully referred to the onesided practice of Ta-hui as “koan-gazing Zen” (Jpn., kanna-zen; Chin., k’an-hua ch’an). Both epithets, “silent-illumination Zen” and “koangazing Zen,” though devised as detractions, eventually found their way into history as designations for the two sharply opposing positions.


The heart of the controversy was the koan. For Ta-hui, koan practice was required of each and every Zen student as the surest path to the attainment of enlightenment, and he urged his students to persevere zealously in their practice of the koan:


Just steadily go on with your koan every moment of your life. If a thought rises, do not attempt to suppress it by conscious effort, only renew the attempt to keep the koan before the mind. Whether walking or sitting, let your attention be fixed upon it without interruption! When you begin to find it entirely devoid of flavor, the final moment is approaching, do not let it slip out of your grasp. When all of a sudden something flashes out in your mind, its light will illumine the entire universe and you will see the spiritual land of the Enlightened One fully revealed at the point of a single hair, and the great wheel of the Dharma revolving in a single grain of dust.


No other Chinese Zen Master understood so completely or promoted so vigorously the use of koan as Ta-hui. Koan were the pivot around which all his teaching revolved. For Ta-hui, the koan really allows doubt to break through:


The thousand and ten thousand doubts that well up in your breast are really only one doubt, all of them burst open when doubt is resolved in the koan. As long as the koan is not resolved, you must occupy yourself with it to the utmost. If you give up on your koan and stir up another doubt about a word of scripture or about a sutra teaching or about a koan of the ancients, or if you allow a doubt about worldly matters to come up—all this means to be joined to the evil spirit. You should not too easily agree with a koan solution that you have discovered, nor should you think about it further and make distinctions. Fasten your attention to where discursive thinking cannot reach. Make sure that you do not allow your mind to run off, like an old mouse that ran into the horn of an ox.


Enlightenment draws meaning and value from doubt:


Many students today do not doubt themselves, but they doubt others. And so it is said: “Within great doubt there necessarily exists great enlightenment.”


What is important for the koan is not literary beauty or deep intellectual paradox. The koan makes its central point through doubt. Doubt bores into the mind of the practitioner and leads to enlightenment.


Ta-hui preferred the koan on “nothing,” which in his view was able to cultivate doubt better than any other koan. He warns against the conscious desire for enlightenment and presses for the removal of all imagination and discursive thought, in order then to recommend expressly the koan on “nothing”:


A monk once asked Master Chao-chou, “Has a dog the Buddha nature or not?” Chao-chou said, “Mu!” (Chin., wu).


Ta-hui explains:


This one character is the rod by which many false images and ideas are destroyed in their very foundations. To it you should add no judgments about being or non-being, no arguments, no bodily gestures like raising your eyebrows or blinking your eyes. Words have no place here. Neither should you throw this character away into the nothingness of emptiness, or seek it in the comings and goings of the mind, or try to trace its origins in the scriptures. You must only earnestly and continually stir it [this koan] around the clock. Sitting or lying, walking or standing, you must give yourself over to it constantly. “Does a dog have Buddha nature?” The answer: “Mu.” Without withdrawing from everyday life, keep trying, keep looking at this koan!
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