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WHY PRACTICE ZEN?


WHAT SETS IT APART FROM RELIGION?


WHAT ARE ITS DIFFERENT PRACTICES?


These questions and more are examined and answered by Zen Master Kōun Yamada. Using compelling stories and a systematic approach, he guides the reader through creating and sustaining a lifelong practice. Warm and ecumenical in tone, he uses the insights of Zen to bring a deeper understanding of faith.


Zen is an easy-to-follow guide to creating an effortless and natural practice regardless of background, tradition, or religion.


Kōun Yamada (1907 — 89) became a Dharma successor to the renowned Zen master Haku’un Yasutani while maintaining a prominent career in business and public health. He guided the Zen practice of many students from various religions and backgrounds, and his successors include Robert Aitken, Ruben L. F. Habito, and David R. Loy.


“Nowhere else have I encountered such a clear and comprehensive account of the Zen path.”


— David R. Loy, from his foreword


“An authoritative, convincing, and readable insider’s view of the path of awakening, by one of the great Zen masters of the twentieth century.”


— Ruben L. F. Habito, author of Healing Breath


“A welcome and dense primer that has much to offer novices as well as experienced practitioners.”


— Publishers Weekly









Foreword


I hope that readers will forgive some self-reference, because meeting Yamada Kōun Roshi literally changed my life.


In 1972 I was living in Honolulu, reading books about Buddhism and wondering about the experience called enlightenment. A friend learned that there was a small Zen center near the university, so one evening we went to check it out. During tea after zazen we were told that a Japanese Zen master was arriving the following weekend to lead a seven-day meditation retreat. We looked at each other. Cool! Could we come? “Well, I think there are still a few places available …”


Unfortunately — or was it fortunately? — neither of us knew what a sesshin was. Some zazen, presumably, but also enjoying tea with the master, perhaps, while discussing the nature of awakening?


It was the most difficult week of my life, yet also, in retrospect, the best. I still remember my reaction when Yamada Roshi appeared that first night, to formally open the retreat. He simply walked into the dojo and up to the altar, and I thought: if Zen practice makes someone like that, it’s for me. That thought helped me survive the next seven days.


Although we didn’t talk about it, others must have experienced something similar. It was easy enough for a philosophy major like myself to sit around discussing D. T. Suzuki and Alan Watts, but making the leap to serious practice — actually sitting on a cushion facing the wall for hours on end — required deeper motivation, and Yamada Roshi inspired it.


Soon after that first sesshin I discovered The Three Pillars of Zen, edited by Philip Kapleau, which offered a detailed description of the type of Zen that Yamada Roshi taught. It included introductory lectures on Zen practice by Yasutani Haku’un and transcriptions of private interviews (dokusan) with practitioners. It turned out that Yamada was Yasutani’s successor as spiritual leader of the Sanbō Kyōdan (now Sanbō Zen).


Most interesting, however, were the “Contemporary Enlightenment Experiences” toward the back of the book. The first account was by “Mr. K. Y., a Japanese businessman.” He was reading on a train when he came across something Dōgen wrote after his own awakening (quoting an early Chinese text): “I came to realize clearly that mind is nothing other than rivers and mountains and the great wide earth, the sun and the moon and the stars.” Sleeping later that night, Mr. K. Y. suddenly awoke and that quotation flashed into his mind:




          Then all at once I was struck as though by lightning, and the next instant heaven and earth crumbled and disappeared. Instantaneously, like surging waves, a tremendous delight welled up in me, a veritable hurricane of delight, as I laughed loudly and wildly: “Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha! There’s no reasoning here, no reasoning at all! Ha, ha, ha!” The empty sky split into two, then opened its enormous mouth and began to laugh uproariously: “Ha, ha, ha!”





Mr. K. Y. was Mr. Kyōzō Yamada: Yamada Roshi.


In retrospect I appreciate how this celebrated example of a profound satori can also be problematic: such a dramatic story can encourage “gaining ideas” and expectations that complicate one’s Zen path. Nevertheless, it remains an invaluable reminder that enlightenment is not some antiquated metaphor but a genuine possibility for us today. We are encouraged not to set our sights too low.


Eventually I left Hawaii but kept in contact with Yamada Roshi. After I had made some visits to his San’un Zendo in Japan he invited me to move to Kamakura and devote myself more single-mindedly to Zen practice, including koan study. Observing him at home, I was even more impressed. He was neither a monastic nor a temple priest but a layman with a family and a demanding job administering a private hospital (his wife Kazue was the head doctor).


They were a formidable team. They had torn down their home to make room for a zendo that could accommodate the increasing numbers of students who came to practice with him, many from overseas; later they added a second floor, again at their own expense. And he never asked for a penny from any of us: all he expected was serious commitment to Zen practice.


Even at an advanced age he maintained a punishing schedule: commuting all the way to Tokyo almost every day, and then usually offering dokusan to students after he returned in the evening. The only thing that ever slowed him down was his accident — a bad fall — during a trip to Kyoto, which left him bedridden until he died a year later.


Yamada Roshi remains for me the best example of a true bodhisattva, and I continue to be inspired by him as a model of how to live compassionately and selflessly. I am eternally grateful to him, and to the Sanbō Zen tradition that continues his work. I am grateful too for this opportunity to add my appreciation for the very special teachings contained in Zen: The Authentic Gate. Nowhere else have I encountered such a clear and comprehensive account of the Zen path. It is wonderful that this treasure-chest is now available in English, to motivate and guide future generations of Zen students around the world.


David R. Loy
Niwot, Colorado









Publisher’s Acknowledgment


THE PUBLISHER gratefully acknowledges the generous contribution of the Hershey Family Foundation toward the publication of this book.









Preface to the English Edition


During the 1970s and ‘80s a small but steady flow of non-Japanese seekers arrived at San’un Zendo in Kamakura, Japan, to train in Zen under Kōun Yamada Roshi. He and his wife, Dr. Kazue Yamada, warmly welcomed them as family into the Japanese sangha, tending not only to their spiritual needs but, not infrequently, to their material ones as well. A number of these seekers were Christians or Jews who the roshi left free to continue the practice of their own religion, with no pressure to become Buddhists. One day Kōun Roshi was asked how someone could bring the practice of Zen meditation together with a Christian background. He replied, “Put your questions on the shelf and practice zazen; you’ll get your own answers.” And with time, for many this proved to be true. Indeed, it was the “proof” of his own experience that allowed the roshi to accept everyone who came to him for guidance and to be absolutely confident that Zen practice could help them.


Kōun Roshi’s deep enlightenment shone through him. He was a powerful and compassionate presence, a person who naturally evoked feelings of respect and affection in those who knew him. His main wish was to help all people find peace by looking into themselves and realizing who they are. In this book he explains how the intrinsic nature of every human being is the “common ground” where people of all races, nationalities, and beliefs are one reality. He teaches that by practicing Zen and coming to the same experience as Shakyamuni Buddha — the realization of the empty-oneness of all beings — we can transcend the divisions that separate us and find true peace in our hearts and in this world.


Much of the Zen practiced in the West today derives from two sources: the Sōtō Zen of Shunryu Suzuki and the San Francisco Zen Center; and the Sanbō Zen of Harada Dai’un and Yasutani Haku’un, which blends their Sōtō Zen background with Rinzai training in a broad koan curriculum. The teaching lines of Robert Aitken and Philip Kapleau, and in part Taizan Maezumi, for example, derive from Sanbō Zen, and in the West the successors of these teachers number well over a hundred. As the chief successor of Yasutani, Kōun Yamada was the abbot of Sanbō Zen from 1970 to 1989, and his influence on Western Zen has therefore been considerable.


These two streams of Zen each had a flagship book — The Three Pillars of Zen (1965) and Suzuki’s Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind (1970) — and that fact may account in part for the prominence of these lineages in a culture where books are an important means of disseminating ideas. Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind is a collection of luminous talks given by Suzuki; The Three Pillars of Zen is a compilation of Zen texts, both old and recent, pertinent to the training methods of Sanbō Zen. But beyond The Three Pillars of Zen, comparatively little of Sanbō Zen’s written teachings is widely available in English, nor are many teachers in America today directly connected with the lineage, in spite of its far-reaching influence. Zen: The Authentic Gate, Kōun Yamada’s own introduction to Zen practice, not only in some measure redresses these deficits but also offers a chance for those whose Zen is connected with Kōun Roshi’s, however distantly, to taste the water at the source. And for all readers, we hope these teachings by a great twentieth century master may be inspiring and encouraging.


Special thanks to Dr. Migaku Sato for checking the accuracy of the edited translation and making valuable suggestions. We are happy to assist in bringing Paul Shepherd’s translation of Zen: The Authentic Gate to English readers and trust it will help us all to discover and know more deeply the common ground of our true nature, the common ground that unites every being and is the central message of Zen — something of precious importance in today’s divided and wounded world.


Joan Rieck and Henry Shukman
New Mexico, USA









Second Preface to the English Edition


It is my great pleasure to see this book, Zen no Shōmon (The Authentic Gate of Zen), written by my father Yamada Kōun Roshi, now being published in English under the title Zen: The Authentic Gate. It is a unique book, in that it was written by a person whose Zen enlightenment experience was, I believe, unusually profound in the modern history of Zen. I happened to be with Kōun Roshi myself at the actual moment of his deep awakening. I was a ten-year-old boy at the time, and was suddenly woken up by the great laughing voice of my father coming from the room next door. Frightened by his loud and continuous laughter, I opened the door and saw my mother trying in vain to cover his mouth with her hands to stop the sound. I was shocked and scared, and wondered if he had gone insane. But that was the occasion of his coming to full enlightenment, and I myself would go on to be nourished by the wisdom flowing from it during twenty-five years of Zen practice under his guidance, eventually succeeding to his Dharma.


What is Zen? Simply put, Zen is a practice of discovering one’s true self by direct experience, and personalizing that discovery in day-today life. The discovery occurs in what we call an enlightenment experience. Buddhism and Zen began with the enlightenment experience of self-discovery by Shakyamuni Buddha some 2500 years ago in India. Shakyamuni did not leave anything written down, but his discovery has been conveyed over generations by disciples of his teaching who shared the same experience. Buddhist sutras are the explanation and description of Shakyamuni’s enlightenment, which were memorized by his earliest disciples and later written down. Today in the West there is increasing interest in Zen and Buddhism, and many books have appeared in English by contemporary authors. The particular value of this one, I believe, derives from its author’s having been a person of unusually profound experience. I am sure it will serve as an authentic pilot and guide for those searching for the truth about Zen, and will make a lasting contribution to the body of Zen literature. I feel proud that my father wrote this book, which I hope will someday qualify as a classic of Zen literature.


This English version is the result of great effort on the part of four people: Paul Shepherd, Joan Rieck, Henry Shukman, and Migaku Sato. Paul did the first draft of the overall translation. Joan and Henry edited and streamlined the draft, making it more focused on the essence of the Zen Way, which is so badly needed in our contemporary world. In this process, they condensed the manuscript and, in some cases, cut parts of the original Japanese text not directly related to the fundamentals of Zen. As a result, the English version is more concise, focused, and easier to read than the original. Finally, Migaku Sato checked the English translation line by line against the Japanese to confirm that it conforms to the message Kōun Roshi wanted to convey. I would also like to note that these four are all Zen masters of the Sanbō Zen Organization, who have been practicing Zen for more than twenty years, and in some cases more than twice that duration. In this place, let me express my deepest gratitude to them for their effort and compassion in making this important book available to English-speaking readers.


Ryōun-ken Masamichi Yamada









Author’s Preface to the Japanese Edition


Over a period of several years, I wrote a series of articles under the title “An Introduction to Zen for Laypeople,” which appeared in Sanbō Zen’s bi-monthly magazine, Awakening Gong (Kyōshō). Soon after I completed the series, Mr. Ryūichi Kanda of Shunjusha Publishers asked permission to release the articles in book form. I was most happy to comply, and the book The Authentic Gate of Zen (Zen no Shōmon) appeared in May 1980.


Subsequently the book was translated into English by Paul Shepherd and edited by Dr. Roselyn Stone, both longtime students of mine living in Japan at the time. Certain passages, especially those relating to current events in Japan in the 1970s, have been omitted in the English translation, and others have been added in response to the questions of non-Japanese readers — the relationship of Zen to non-Buddhist religions, for example. In addition I have included some further thoughts on matters addressed in my original lectures.


It is my hope that this book will be a true aid to people around the world who are earnestly seeking a way to spiritual peace, and that it will inspire many to set out on the path of Zen practice. It is my particular wish that the book will provide sound information on matters concerning Zen and Buddhism that heretofore may have been given incomplete treatment in other books.


My sincere thanks go out to many people: to Paul Shepherd and Dr. Roselyn Stone for their unstinting work in translating and editing The Authentic Gate of Zen, to my foreign students, who were the first to suggest an English translation, to Robert and Margaret Tsuda, who gave a careful reading to the original manuscript, and to all those who have offered to help bring the translation to the public. I reserve my special thanks for my wife, Kazue, who has always been my pillar of support and strength.


Kōun Yamada


Kamakura, Japan


1983
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Suffering and Modern-Day Humanity


HUMAN SUFFERING


When pondering the suffering of humanity in the modern world, it may be helpful to remember that it was in a quest for deliverance from what he called “the four sufferings” — birth, death, sickness, and aging — that Shakyamuni Buddha left home to seek the Way more than two thousand years ago. Suffering was not unique to his time. Humans have always lived out their lives in suffering. Buddhist terminology refers to this world as saha, a Sanskrit expression, which could be translated as “the world of enduring” or “the land of bearing indignities.” This world of ours could be seen as a process of enduring hardship. From the time we are born and become aware, right up until we enter the grave, our lives confront an unending stream of difficulties. We suffer internally from myriad passions and externally from things such as cold, heat, war, and famine. An ancient verse runs:




           The troubles of life,


           The troubles of life,


           Look out for yourself!





Today we live in an environment far more complex than that of Buddha’s time. We worry about getting into the right school, applying for a decent job, and earning a living. Add to these challenges traffic jams, noise pollution, and the degradation of air and water, all of which contribute to high blood pressure, the horror of cancer, and war. We hardly have time to catch our breath between one calamity and the next. In the midst of an ever more intense struggle for existence, we have to come to grips with cultural expectations that demand we suppress and deny ourselves. We live out our lives assailed by fears, anxious in the face of threats to our very existence as a species.


In addition we suffer because of our material conditions. Even though poverty is less severe than it once was in modern industrial nations, nevertheless, the anxieties of life have failed to diminish. Working people are overwhelmed by the demands of each successive day pressing in on them. In spite of the advances of science and technology, and a corresponding economic progress, anxiety concerning material life still makes up, as in the past, the greater share of modern humanity’s unease. No matter what our material condition may be, an abyss of spiritual suffering remains. Before committing suicide, the famous writer Akutagawa Ryūnosuke left a farewell note in which he wrote, “I am beset with a vague, undefined anxiety.” Akutagawa was certainly not alone in feeling this “vague, undefined anxiety.” This kind of spiritual angst, which has always existed in all ages and all civilizations, could well be called the fate of humankind.


The Gateless Gate, a well-known Zen text, presents the koan “Bodhidharma Puts the Mind to Rest”:




          Bodhidharma sat facing the wall. The Second Ancestor, standing in the snow, cut off his arm and said, “Your disciple’s mind is not yet at peace. I beg you, Master, give it rest.”


                Bodhidharma said, “Bring me your mind and I will put it to rest.”


                The Ancestor replied, “I have searched for my mind but have never been able to find it.”


                Bodhidharma said, “I have finished putting it to rest for you.”





Here we have the fundamental key to freeing ourselves from suffering. If we were to listen to a Zen master’s teaching, or teisho, on this koan with a mind free from preconceptions and concepts, we would become enlightened on the spot. I wish to approach this topic gradually, however, and will not delve further into it at present, except to emphasize that anxiety has always been with us. In the koan just cited, the Second Zen Ancestor, Eka Daishi, beset by this same anxiety, cut off the root of that distress when he heard Bodhidharma’s words and attained liberation. But his anxiety was certainly not his private store. It has existed throughout human history.


Life could be called a display of all the different forms of suffering and anxiety. Yet most of us make no serious attempt to confront our anxiety head on; instead we attempt to escape it, seeking momentary distraction in the outside world through liquor, gaming, betting at the track, sexual misadventures, the glare of neon, and the blare of loud music in the streets.


Momentary intoxication of the senses, however, will never solve the problem of spiritual anxiety; this anxiety is limitless, a bottomless pit. When we awaken from our inebriation we still suffer from that same desolate, dreary emptiness, and can find nothing to fill it up. The famous Chinese poet Li Po left the following lines:




           I cut the water with my sword and watch it flow anew.


           I raise my cup to drown my pain but it, too, flows anew.





In similar fashion, as we seek ever-stronger stimuli, the initial feeling of emptiness may turn into an attitude of nihilism and the sense that our existence is meaningless.


IGNORING MORTALITY


Denial of death is a sickness of the modern age. Aside from those faced with the immediate prospect of death — someone with incurable cancer, for example — most of us ignore death as a definite and pressing reality. Perhaps throughout history we have tended to avoid the fact of our mortality. Yet in our fast-paced world, we are so involved in our daily routines, we barely have time to think of our mortality. We are aware somewhere in the back of our minds that we all have to die, but are unable to imagine with any real force the moment when we will disappear from the face of the earth without a trace.




           Dying was always something other people did;


           What a surprise to find I’m like them!





Sorori Shinzaemon, a court favorite of Hideyoshi, wrote this comic verse, which aptly satirizes our lack of awareness of death. All of us go through the motions of daily life with some purpose behind our actions. But isn’t our impulsive, blind pursuit of immediate goals in one sense merely a stand-off with death?


People in leadership roles, in government and finance particularly, who find themselves taxed by exhausting schedules, have little time to reflect on their lives and to confront their own deaths, which nevertheless approach with unrelenting inevitability as each second ticks away. They may be aware that their workdays are a one-way ferry, but they think of life and death as somebody else’s affair. Yet no matter how gorgeous and splendid their funerals may turn out to be, what meaning will it have when they finally die?


In five thousand years of recorded human history, with its rising and falling of empires, the heroes of each age have left their mark in different ways. Yet in less than a thousand years their achievements all but disappear. Alexander the Great, Caesar, Toyotomi Hideyoshi — their stories are all the same: when looked at from the perspective of eternity, the accomplishments of humankind amount to so little. Where does the true meaning behind our efforts lie? The Diamond Sutra tells us:




           All things are as if a dream, a phantom, a bubble, a shadow;


           they are like dew, like the flicker of lightning.


           See everything like this.





We must certainly appreciate those who hold to a purpose in life, and work tirelessly day and night toward its realization. Their efforts may help their own family or even an entire nation. Yet no matter how lofty their works, no matter how much effort goes into them, we cannot determine their true value until we examine them in the light of the reality of death.


MODERN MORALITY


Another ill besetting modern humanity is the loss of morality. I will never forget a lecture by the late Koizumi Shinzō, the celebrated educator and professor of economics at Keio University. His talk was titled “The Problem of Morality in Modern Times,” and I will do my best to reproduce part of it here:




          If I were given the chance to chaperone a group of students during a sports training camp or the like, living together with them for several days, there are a number of things I would like to leave with them. For example: “Never tell a lie; always be truthful. Be unsparing and searching with yourself.”


                However, if a student were to tell me that he had no intention of following my advice or paying heed to my words, I could not insist that he must do so on the grounds that these things are good or correct or necessary. I could not tell him that he should do so because it would fulfill his duties toward his family, or that by doing so he would preserve the fabric of society, or that he should do so because these things are in themselves good. If we were to search the philosophies of different ages and civilizations, we would be unable to come up with any firm grounds for saying so.





Upon hearing his words, I was unable to suppress a surprised gasp. “Is this indeed Koizumi Shinzō,” I said to myself, “teacher of the Imperial Family, and honored figure in educational circles?” His words sounded to me like little more than skeptical relativism. Not long after, however, I learned that shortly before this speech, Professor Koizumi had been baptized into Christianity. Upon reflection I could imagine that although he had refrained from saying so in public, the professor may have had in mind the idea that the root of virtue can’t be found by relying on philosophy alone.




           Never tell a lie; always be truthful.


           Be unsparing and searching with yourself.


           Do not take the life of living things.


           Honor your parents.





These are all fine sentiments. But it is necessary to bring back the moral basis whereby we can teach such things.


The decline of morality in the modern world is not limited to Japan but is a concern in many parts of the world, in particular North America and Europe. In Japan the Confucian ideals, which served as the pillars of virtue during the days of the samurai, continued to have an influence up until the defeat of Japan in World War II. But during the postwar period, this ethical basis lost influence, and nothing arose to replace it. Japanese parents today lack a moral standpoint from which to raise their children; teachers also lack a guidepost in teaching their students. Yet peace and order established on true morality are basic to our existence. Without them, humankind will never achieve true happiness.


Japan’s postwar constitution cites the rights and dignity of the individual as basic principles. Neither constitutional nor legal scholars have much to say, however, on the basic question of why a human being possesses such dignity. This is held to be a self-evident truth. According to the constitution, the fundamental human right is freedom: freedom from bondage, freedom of speech, freedom of belief, and freedom to change one’s place of residence. In contrast to this considerable emphasis on rights, the former Meiji Constitution posited duties as its basic framework. The shift in focus on rights has given rise to the illusion that basic rights come without corresponding duties.


Recognition of the dignity of the individual also became the foundation for the principle of the equality of individuals. Equality means equality before the law: all individuals are treated as equals under the law and discriminatory treatment is prohibited.


In the past, order in relations was derived not from the law but from traditional morality.


The legal equality of individuals proclaimed by the constitution has, as a result, encroached upon the territory of morality. Children believe they have the right to refuse to follow the counsel of their elders. We proclaim that students and teachers are equal; students then feel free to insult their teachers, and even hold “kangaroo courts” where they upbraid them.


But the sacredness and equality of the individual are in fact two aspects of one and the same thing, divided here for the purpose of explanation. But what is their basis? What is this one thing? Just why are human beings sacred and equal before the law?


This basis obviously cannot be the constitution itself. We did not become sacred and equal simply because the constitution proclaims us to be. It follows that we need to clarify the reality of that inviolability and equality. Otherwise, the freedom and equality guaranteed in the constitution are just empty concepts, manufactured by the human intellect. In the following chapters I shall attempt to explain Zen Buddhist spirituality and show how it clarifies and establishes the basis of our sacredness and equality.
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The Zen View


FAITH-BASED SPIRITUALITY AND EXPERIENCE-BASED SPIRITUALITY


Japanese mothers used to try to curb their children’s mischief by saying, “If you aren’t good, a spook will get you,” or “a child snatcher will come for you.” I remember being scolded like that myself as a child. Spirituality based on faith follows a similar model of trying to guide people using certain images and ideas. On the other hand, spirituality based on experience leads people to peace by having them perceive reality clearly, thereby ridding them of fear:




           Wither’d pampas grass —


           that was all it really was,


           the ghost that I saw.1





Religious life can be classified into five phases: belief, understanding, practice, realization, and actualization. Following this division we may describe faith-based spirituality as grounded in belief and understanding, whereas experience-based spirituality emphasizes practice, realization, and actualization.


[image: image]


The word “practice” here means to discipline oneself, “realization” to attain enlightenment, and “actualization” to turn realization into one’s daily life. In Zen terms, it means that we personalize our enlightenment and actualize it in every moment of our ordinary lives.


Zen Buddhism is at the forefront of experience-based religions. I often say that Zen is not a religion. But if salvation is considered the task of religion, it is. However, unlike faith-based religions, Zen rejects concepts and beliefs as a means of knowing the truth. Instead it aims to help us perceive reality and to find peace of mind based on that reality. Reality is what we really are: namely, our True Self. When we discover what we are, we experience peace of mind and continue to live day by day in infinite tranquility and complete satisfaction. What more do we need?


It seems to me that there are a growing number of people in the world without a religion. Renunciation of religion is a phenomenon that occurs in the course of the transition from faith-based to experience-based religion. No longer able to believe in old concepts, people believe that the objective world alone is the real world and natural science the only means of pursuing truth. Materialism is perhaps the culmination of such thought. But materialism is a fallacy arising out of ignorance about the reality of our true human nature.


People come to believe that nothing exists beyond what the world of science is able to investigate; they don’t even consider the possibility of investigating or experiencing the true essence of their own nature and finding great peace of mind through that investigation. Because Zen insists on understanding reality through experience rather than faith, and offers a means of knowing the reality of who we are, it can facilitate the full transition to experience-based spirituality. I am especially grateful for the concrete and systematic nature of Zen training. Sometimes I feel that the practice of Zen, which Japan has preserved up to now, is the sole cultural property Japan can be truly proud of in the world.


THE COMMON GROUND OF EMPTY-ONENESS


Without awakening (satori) there is no Zen. I am not alone in feeling this. My teacher Yasutani Haku’un Roshi also thought so, as did his teacher and my grandfather in Dharma, Harada Dai’un Roshi. In fact, Dōgen Zenji, Hakuin Zenji, and all the Zen masters and Zen ancestors throughout the history of Buddhism have known this fact. Since this is the case, we must ask what awakening is and how people become enlightened.


To put it simply, awakening is the realization that the content of both subject and object is empty and one, and that this empty-oneness is none other than the constantly changing phenomenal world of form. That is to say, actual existence is in one aspect totally empty, and in another is the phenomenal world of form that ceaselessly appears and disappears in accordance with the law of causation.


Ordinary common sense knows only the world of things: it recognizes the phenomenal world that can be objectively assessed, measured, and studied as the only world that exists. Thus we could define the phenomenal world as that which can be the object of scientific investigation. Philosophy, however, recognizes a real “essence” that exists beyond things. In Zen, for convenience sake, we use the similar term “the essential world” to refer to the world of empty-oneness, but this is completely different than the conceptual world of essence mentioned in philosophy. Although some might be tempted to think of philosophy’s “essential domain” and Zen’s “essential world” as the same thing, the philosophical “essence” can be arrived at intellectually, whereas Zen’s domain of emptiness can only be grasped through direct experience.


To experience Zen’s essential world is like seeing your own face or, more directly, seeing your own eye with your own eye. Since your own eye itself cannot become the object of seeing, the eye cannot become the object of your investigation. The only way to grasp the essential world is to experience it internally. This is called “personal realization” and is known as “awakening” or kenshō (“seeing into one’s own nature”).


I often use the following example to explain this realization. In my body there are left and right hands, a face, a torso, and so on, which can all be examined separately. If I take a single hair from my head and a single drop of my blood and put them side-by-side, I see a black solid and a red liquid. They appear completely different from and unrelated to each other. But my hair and blood live the same life — my life, which is naturally one. From the standpoint of the single life of my body, there is no left or right, no head or torso, no hair or blood. They all live my one life, and from the aspect of life my body is one. But life itself has no form, color, or weight. It is completely empty. Furthermore, it is always completely one with my body. Life is emptiness; life (body) is form.


Zen awakening is to realize that that same relationship applies to the entire universe. The world of our essential nature is like a great ocean: any ship, regardless of whether it is a huge battleship or a tiny skiff, can maneuver freely on its surface. Or we may say the world of our essential nature is like vast and limitless outer space: in that great expanse, the earth, mountains and rivers, the sun, the moon, the stars and the planets coexist in peace. Both birds and airplanes, regardless of size, can fly freely through the vast reaches of the sky.


In the world today we can identify many forms of dualistic opposition: conflicts of interest among nations, economic conflicts, intellectual and emotional confrontations, racial and religious antagonism — the list is endless. As long as these oppositions exist, true peace is impossible, for it is as if we have poured water into a pot and are trying our best to cool it down as we continue at the same time to heat the bottom of the pot. True peace is only possible when we share a common ground for mutual understanding, even in the midst of dualistic opposition.


Among these different forms of opposition, those arising from religion seem to be the most deeply rooted. As long as religions fight with each other, peace will never come, no matter how much we cry out for it. The nature of the human being — the empty-oneness that is our essence — is the basic starting point for Buddhism. Understanding this can open the basic common ground that the religions of the world can share. The universe is one, with no subject or object, but this unity is only possible if both subject and object are empty. And that emptiness provides the common ground we so need in this world.


Only human beings have religion. But human beings are not Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, or Jews before being human, and we don’t have to belong to one particular religion in order to know our true nature. People who come to know their own true nature, regardless of their faith, will gain better understanding of the true meaning of their religion. The Bible says that God made man in his image and likeness and was well pleased with the results. It stands to reason, then, that to know our own true nature is to better know God. Nonetheless, if the various religions attempt to find points of correspondence and deepen their understanding of each other in merely theoretical or intellectual terms, they are likely to end up with a correspondence that resembles ill-fitting cogs in a machine. Even though they may experience the same world, different religious traditions express it differently due to differences in the ways their conceptions of it are structured. So it is crucial that we transcend the level of thought and compare actual religious experience.


Coming to know your true nature is not religion. There is absolutely no need to renounce your religion or to become a Buddhist in order to practice Zen. It is the inherent right of every human being to experience his or her true nature. While most Buddhist sects can be thought of as religions, Zen is different. Although there are many Buddhist sects, they all share the experience of self-realization as their common core. Since Zen is solely focused on the experience of self-realization, we could say that Zen is the core of Buddhism. The theories and philosophies of the various other sects are the clothes, diverse in style and color, which we use to embellish the core. But experience of True Self is neither a theory nor a philosophy; it is simply a fact — a fact of experience, in the same way that the taste of tea is a fact. Tea tastes the same to everyone, Buddhist and Christian alike.


The awareness of any human being, regardless of their particular beliefs, will respond in the same way given certain conditions. This holds true for the Zen experience of awakening. We might compare it to the movement of balls on a billiard table: the movement of any billiard ball, regardless of its color, will follow exactly the same path, at the same angle when the ball is knocked with equal power in the same direction.


What are the conditions that move our consciousness to awaken? We concentrate our mind single-pointedly — whether counting the breath, following the breath, just sitting (shikantaza) or working on a koan — and we forget ourselves. We are unlikely to attain the experience of Zen, no matter how strongly we concentrate, if we try to concentrate our mind on an external object, like aiming at a target in archery. In Zen practice the mind is absorbed inwardly.


The experience attained through Zen practice is neither thought nor philosophy nor religion. It is merely a fact. And, strange as it may seem, the experience of that fact has the power to free us from the agonies and pains of the world. It emancipates us from the anxiety of worldly sufferings. No one knows why that experience has such wonderful power. But it does, and is simply so, without the need for any concept or faith. Should such a fact be called religion? I don’t think so. This fact is called “awakening,” “self-realization,” or “enlightenment,” and is accompanied by great peace of mind.


And so our common ground, the world of emptiness, is a most solemn reality rather than a product of intellectual thought. It is my deepest wish to share this world with people in positions of leadership or power — politicians, the wealthy, financiers, managers, labor leaders, scholars, artists, religious leaders, and even gangland bosses — and hope that they develop an experiential rather than an intellectual understanding of it. This would be the quickest way to transcend “me-you” dualistic opposition in all its forms, and would bring true peace to the world.


THE PROBLEM OF LIFE AND DEATH


The principal aim of Buddhism is to solve the problem of life and death — that is, to answer the question, “Where do we come from and where do we go?” If Buddhism were not able to fundamentally and thoroughly solve this problem, without leaving a trace of doubt, we might say it had no spiritual efficacy, no raison d’être at all. Dōgen Zenji said, “The clarification of life and death — this is Buddhism’s most important concern.” “Clarification” differs from belief. It refers to seeing things clearly for what they are.


If that is the case, the next question follows: What form does life and death reveal to us when we see them clearly in enlightenment? What is their true form? The answer is that the content of life and death is totally empty; their true form is no form. To put it more concretely, our minds and bodies are totally empty.


Bassui Tokushō Zenji said:




          If you would free yourself from the sufferings of birth-and-death, you must learn the direct way to become a Buddha. This way is none other than the realization of our own minds. Now, what is this mind? It is the true nature of all sentient beings, that which existed before our parents were born, hence before our own birth, and which presently exists, unchangeable and eternal. So it is called “one’s face before one’s parents were born.” This mind is intrinsically pure. It is not newly created when we are born, and it does not perish when we die. It is without distinction of male and female, nor has it any coloration of good or bad. It cannot be compared with anything, and so it is called “buddha nature.”





“Buddha nature” is nothing but a name given to the empty nature of the mind, which is “not newly created when we are born, and does not perish when we die.” In short, we must once see into our own nature directly. When we see thoroughly that our nature is intrinsically empty, the problem of life and death will vanish like mist. Know that there will come a time when you will stamp your feet with great joy, shouting, “The buddhas and Zen ancestors have never deceived me!”


Do you understand me? No? Well then, I will have to say with Yōka Daishi:




          If you still don’t understand, I will settle it for you now.
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The Principle of Salvation in Zen Buddhism


IS ZEN A RELIGION?


For Buddhists, the realization experience of Shakyamuni Buddha is the wellspring from which the river of Buddhist teaching pours forth. Within the great flow of Buddhist tradition, the enlightenment experience is acknowledged from generation to generation, between teacher and student. When the Buddha transmitted the Dharma to the first Zen ancestor, Mahakashyapa, he confirmed his student’s realization experience. In the same way this realization experience was later transmitted from Zen ancestor to Zen ancestor in direct succession.


Because the mutually acknowledged experience of enlightenment, known as “direct transmission outside the teaching,” comprises the great source of Buddhism, the Zen way of Buddhadharma was given the name “teaching of the source,” or shūkyō in Japanese. The Chinese character shū means “source” or “fundamental root,” and the character kyō means “teaching.” This word shūkyō is often translated as “religion,” but it literally means “teaching the source.”


Several Zen koans use the word “religion” in this distinct sense of “teaching the source.” Take, for example, the instruction to Case 5 of the Blue Cliff Record, “Seppō’s Grain of Rice”: “Whoever would uphold the school’s religion must be a brave-hearted person.” Or Engo’s commentary on this case: “Therefore, when it came to supporting the school’s religion and continuing the life of the buddhas, they would spit out a word or half a phrase which would spontaneously cut off the tongues of everyone on earth.” Again, the commentary on Case 10 of the same text, “Bokushū’s Thieving Fool,” contains the following passage: “Whoever would uphold and establish the school’s religion must possess the eye and function of a true master of our school.” However, the “religion” mentioned in these passages refers not to religion in general, but solely to the Zen way of Buddhadharma — the teaching that clarifies the essence realized in Zen meditation (zazen): teaching the source.


Although the term shūkyō had a strictly Buddhist origin, over time we Japanese began to use the term in a broader sense to refer to religion in general. This conflation of the distinct sense of shūkyō with the generic idea of “religion” began in the middle of the nineteenth century, with the Meiji Restoration and the ensuing rush to absorb Western thought and culture into Japan. Translators at the time inadvertently adopted the word shūkyō to translate the English word “religion” into Japanese. This error succeeded in confusing matters, such that shūkyō, which formerly referred strictly to the Zen path of realization, now came to refer to the whole panoply of faiths covered by the English word “religion.” Thus, if we were to ask if Zen is a religion in the general sense of the term, we would have to say, “No.”


WHAT IS SALVATION?


Although the Zen path may have been lumped together with others as a “religion,” Zen differs markedly from other religions from the point of view of human salvation. The principle of salvation in Christianity, for example, is God’s love. God — the all-knowing, all-powerful creator of the universe — transcends his creatures but cares about them unconditionally and offers them the hand of absolute love. Those who believe in him and take that hand are saved. This brief summation of Christian teaching ignores a number of complicated theological views about God and salvation; nevertheless, I think I am correct in understanding that it is God’s absolute love that saves. If we but believe in God’s unconditional salvation and take his hand, we will be saved from all suffering and calamity.


In order to understand the principle of salvation in Zen Buddhism, however, we must turn not to the transcendent power of God, but to the basic question of our own identity. What is humanity? What is this entity we call a “human being”? In Western thought these age-old questions have elicited a range of answers: Human beings are created from the dust of the earth and defiled by sin; a person is a creature composed of body and soul; or as Descartes answered, “I think, therefore I am.” Zen Buddhism provides a different answer by declaring unequivocally that we ourselves are nothing but perfect, complete, infinite, and absolute existence. And Zen aims to realize this condition not through the intellect but in living experience. All the anxieties and suffering of humanity stem from the paradox that while we are by nature perfect, we appear in the phenomenal world as imperfection itself — limited, relative, mortal, and all too fallible — unaware of our true nature. The totality of our suffering is nothing but the labor pain of our perfect and infinite nature as it strives to negate the imperfect, limited self and to manifest itself in the phenomenal world. The efforts, struggles, and advances of humanity are the activity of this essential nature revealing itself.


When we who think of ourselves as imperfect, limited, and relative beings awaken to our True Self in the experience of seeing into our own nature and accept this reality clearly, beyond any doubt, our anxiety and suffering vanish like clouds. The joy of this moment is beyond description. At the same time, we must understand one essential point: we can never realize our True Self simply by comprehending an intellectual explanation of the principle behind it. We must encounter that True Self in actual experience to the point where we can embody it as truth. Otherwise it will never have the power to bring us to a state of true peace.


Accounts of enlightenment experiences, Buddhist doctrine, and philosophy are merely explanations of the content of that experience — conceptual clothing draped on the reality of true experience. If we were to compare the experience of awakening to medicine, then accounts of such experiences would be like testaments to the efficacy of a medicine. Needless to say, the medicine and the testaments to their efficacy are two different things. Explanation comes from experience, but experience never results from explanation. No matter how many times we read statements lauding the virtues of a medicine, it won’t do us a bit of good until we actually take it. Likewise, the quickest and most direct route to an experience of realization is the practice of zazen. We should all keep this clearly in mind.
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