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“The Hazy Moon of Enlightenment is rich with brilliance and accessibility.”


Nicolee Jikyo McMahon Roshi, Three Treasures Zen Community


“Profound insight shines through in this classic.”


Gerry Shishin Wick author of The Book of Equanimity


“It’s a delight to see the Hazy Moon of Enlightenment revised and republished. This is an important sourcebook for any serious Buddhist practitioner.”


John Daido Loori, editor of Sitting with Koans and The Art of Just Sitting


After three decades, Taizan Maezumi and Bernie Glassman’s On Zen Practice remains the essential Zen primer, offering insight into every aspect of training. Hazy Moon of Enlightenment, the second volume of their classic On Zen Practice series, takes readers to the next level.


The first two parts of the book explore Buddhism’s concepts of enlightenment and delusion: the nature of enlightenment, what it means to describe it as “sudden” or “gradual,” and the nature of delusion and how to distinguish it from reality. Part three looks at “enlightenment in action” and the attainment of serenity and tranquility. This new edition also includes Flora Courtois’ fascinatingly vivid account of an experience of enlightenment, written at the request of Maezumi’s teacher, Haku’un Yasutani.


TAIZAN MAEZUMI, a successor to masters in three major lines of Zen teaching, was the founding abbot and resident master of the Zen Center of Los Angeles. He died in 1995. BERNIE GLASSMAN, the co-founder of the Zen Peacemaker Order, is the author of Infinite Circle. He lives in Massachusetts.







Though clear waters range to the vast blue autumn sky,


How can they compare with the hazy moon on a spring night!


Most people want to have pure clarity,


But sweep as you will, you cannot empty the mind.


— Keizan Zenji




Foreword to the First Edition


IT IS A PRIVILEGE to write this foreword, which seems to mark a joining of the clarity of Zen tradition with the vividness of Tibetan tradition. In the United States, Zen has been the vanguard of Buddhadharma, and it remains genuine and powerful. Its simplicity and uncompromising style have caused Western minds to shed their complexities and confused ideology. It has been remarkable to see Western students of Zen giving up their territory of ego purely by sitting, which is the genuine style of Shakyamuni Buddha. On the other hand, some people tend to glamorize their ego by appreciating Zen as a coffee table object or by dabbling in Zen rhetoric. Another problem has been fascination with cultural beauty, causing a failure to appreciate the austerity of the true practicing tradition.


As we know, the word zen derives from the Chinese word chan, from the Sanskrit dhyana, meaning “meditation.” In Tibetan, it is samten. Sam means “cognitive mind” and ten means “steady.” So samten, or Zen, is the notion of being in a state of stillness. In the Dasabhumika Sutra and the Samadhiraja Sutra, the Buddha talks about the means for practicing dhyana as cultivating the right motive, which is refraining from fascination with external sensory input. This technique has become one of the most powerful in overcoming fundamental dualism between self and others, and to overcome psychological materialism. Psychological materialism is shielding oneself from the fear of death and decay through intellectual and aesthetic pursuits, trying to make oneself into a perfect work of art.


The most profound right motive, according to the Tathagatagarbha Sutra, is to awaken oneself to buddha nature. Whenever doubt arises, one should cut through it; doing this, one finds behind it a state of brilliant wakefulness. The doubt which must be cut through is not so much intellectual uncertainty, but general slothfulness.


There are the different traditions of sudden and gradual paths to realizing buddha nature. But it seems that the conclusion is the same, no matter how suddenly it dawns. Still, every path has a beginning, middle and end. Therefore sudden could be called gradual, and vice versa. As long as there is a need for clearing away clouds of confusion, there is a path. In fact, the concepts of sudden and gradual are merely mental flickers. In either case, when the student begins to have a longing or passion for buddha nature as his prize, that in itself is an obstacle. Sometimes we find that very dedicated students have difficulty in making progress. When there is some freedom combined with tremendous exertion and practice, then buddha nature begins to shine through. But it seems to be dangerous to talk too much about buddha nature: we might formulate a mental image of it.


When this twofold right motive of non-harming and of awakening begins to develop in the practitioner, then the sense of stillness begins to dawn. In this case, stillness is not something distinguished from motion; it is stillness without beginning or end. In this stillness, the five eyes of the buddha begin to open, so that finally dhyana gives birth to prajna, which is the sixth paramita of the bodhisattva path. Prajna, or discriminating awareness, is a two-edged sword which cuts oneself and others simultaneously. At the level of the emergence of prajna, the experience of samadhi becomes apparent. Samadhi means “being there” or “holding acutely.” According to the sutras, there are millions of samadhis, but they all simplify into two approaches: sugata, which is “well-gone,” and tathagata, “gone as it is.” Both achieve the tathata, which is “as it is.”


It is very soothing to talk about these things; however, if there is no exertion and wakefulness we are not even finger-painting, but deceiving ourselves in the name of the Dharma. I feel that the existence of the practice tradition is the only hope. It alone can wage war against ego. It alone is the way that we can comprehend the Dharma.


The Venerable Taizan Maezumi Roshi’s teaching has caused true Zen to penetrate into people’s minds and has cut through the trappings of their ego-oriented intentions. I have strong conviction that through his wisdom, Buddhadharma will shine into the world, dispelling the darkness of samsaric confusion and bringing the gentle rain of compassion.




Riding the horse of mirage


Watching the sea of stars


Blossoming great eastern sun.





Chögyam Trungpa
The Kalapa Camp
December 1977




Preface to the First Edition


THE THREE BOOKS in the “On Zen Practice” trilogy* — On Zen Practice: Foundations of Practice, On Zen Practice II: Body, Breath, and Mind, and The Hazy Moon of Enlightenment — reflect the teachings of Taizan Maezumi Roshi through three generations, and include talks by Maezumi Roshi himself, by his teachers and dharma dialogues with his disciple Bernie Tetsugen Glassman Sensei (who has since become Roshi Bernie Glassman). The trilogy, therefore, presents Zen practice as it existed in Japan, as it has existed in the transitional phase in which a Japanese Zen master presents it to an American audience, and as it is manifesting itself in its new environment, with American students teaching it in the American idiom.


Dogen Zenji, the founder of Japanese Soto Zen, describes practice as a spiral of four phases. The first is raising the bodhi-mind, raising the desire for enlightenment; in other words, vowing to ourselves and to others that we will accomplish the Way, attain the realization of who we are, together with all sentient beings. The second phase is practice: putting our full effort into these vows and giving them life by striving toward the accomplishment of the unaccomplishable. The third is realization: with strong vows and determination to accomplish the Way; this steady, consistent practice ultimately results in realization, understanding, insight. And the fourth is nirvana: letting go of what we have realized and renewing our vows to again accomplish the Way, practice, realize, and let go. This spiral continues endlessly, increasing in depth and in breadth, encompassing all things.


On Zen Practice: Foundations of Practice, the first book in the trilogy, explores the fundamental questions we ask when we first give rise to an aspiration to practice: What is practice? Why practice? What is effort? What is sesshin? On Zen Practice II: Body, Breath, and Mind, goes on to describe aspects of Zen practice in detail and includes articles on koan practice and shikantaza, breathing, gassho and bowing, and receiving the precepts.


The present volume, The Hazy Moon of Enlightenment, presents the third and fourth phases of this endless spiral. Parts one and two, “Enlightenment” and “Delusion,” tell what there is to realize — what enlightenment means, what delusion means, and why Dogen Zenji says that “enlightenment is delusion.” The last part, “Enlightenment in Action,” presents the active state of nirvana, the state of letting go and going on, as embodied in the Eight Awarenesses of the enlightened person. Both the book and the trilogy end at this point, but as Dogen Zenji also says, our practice is endless. In reality, the end of this book brings us back to the first volume, On Zen Practice, in which we again renew our vows and ask: Why practice? Who am I?


Another way of looking at our practice is revealed by examining the following koan: Master Shishuang Qingzhu (J. Sekiso Keisho) said, “How will you step from the top of a hundred-foot pole?”


Since we are always on top of a hundred-foot pole, the question here is, “Being where you are right now, how do you go one step further? What is at the end of that one step?” Taking that step, we realize what we are, what life is, but we again find ourselves on top of a hundred-foot pole, clinging desperately to the tip, not wanting to fall off and yet knowing we must go further. So again and again, we have to take that step and find out what’s at the end of it. On top of the high mountain, we can see boundless mountains above. Reaching to the highest of them, still we can see boundless clouds heaped one on top of another, and beyond that the vast and empty sky endlessly expanding. Let’s take those steps together and accomplish the Way with all beings.


— Bernie Glassman





*In 2002, the first two books of the trilogy were combined in one volume from Wisdom Publications titled On Zen Practice: Body, Breath, Mind.




Editors’ Preface to the Revised Edition


THIS EDITION of The Hazy Moon of Enlightenment has been revised and expanded. The original material, which consisted of teisho (formal Dharma talks) given by Maezumi Roshi and discussions led by Bernie Tetsugen Glassman Sensei, has been preserved with some editing for clarification and accessibility.


Two important additions to this edition of The Hazy Moon of Enlightenment are Neal Donner’s essay on the sudden and gradual enlightenment schools of Chan Buddhism and Flora Eko Courtois’ Experience of Enlightenment. Neal Donner’s penetrating discussion of sudden and gradual enlightenment sheds light on the simplistic dualism of the Northern and Southern School debate.


The final section of this expanded edition is An Experience of Enlightenment by Flora Eko Courtois. This piece was originally published in a limited edition by Center Publications in the early 1970s and subsequently reissued by the Theosophical Publishing House in 1986. Upon her death in 2000, she left the copyright of her book to the Zen Center of Los Angeles. It had been her intention to update the Afterword, but she had not done this by the time of her death. This reissuing of her memoir fulfills our promise to her to republish this work.


It is with deep appreciation for her pioneering presence as one of the first American Zen students that we have the honor of republishing this first-person account of her awakening.


We wish to gratefully acknowledge the White Plum Sanghas, which includes the Dharma successors and practitioners in Maezumi Roshi’s lineage, and especially the sangha of ZCLA/Buddha Essence Temple, for their encouragement and support of this project.


We wish to acknowledge the assistance rendered by Burt Wetanson and Kathy Isshin Havens in the preparation of this manuscript.


Our deep appreciation also to Josh Bartok, our editor and collaborator at Wisdom Publications, for his support of this project.


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


Wendy Egyoku Nakao
John Daishin Buksbazen
Zen Center of Los Angeles
Buddha Essence Temple
June 2006
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1: The Sound of Enlightenment


Taizan Maezumi


THERE IS A FAMOUS HAIKU by the Japanese poet, Matsuo Basho (1644–1694):




Old pond,


Frog jumps in —


The sound of water.





Not only was Basho a master of haiku, he also studied Zen under a priest by the name of Buccho, with whom he had a close friendship in addition to their teacher-student relationship. When he composed this famous haiku, he was living in Tokyo in a small hut. One day, after a brief rain, Buccho Zenji visited Basho, and as a greeting asked: “How’s your understanding these days?” Basho responded, “Rain has passed; green moss moistened.” Buccho Zenji probed further, “Say something more.” At that instant, Basho heard the plop of a frog jumping into a pond, so he answered, “Frog jumps in / The sound of water.” In Japanese, the poem consists of seven and five syllables; being a poet, Basho naturally expressed it as a poem. And Buccho Zenji approved his realization. Later Basho told his senior students, “I want you to add a phrase of five syllables to the beginning of this.” Somehow Basho didn’t like any of the lines they came up with and added this first line himself: “Old pond.”


Zen Master Sengai (1750–1837), whose paintings have become famous in this country through the work of D. T. Suzuki, painted a picture of a frog and accompanied it with the following poem:




Old pond,


Basho jumps in —


The sound of water.





Another time he drew a picture of a frog and wrote:




Old pond,


Frog jumps in–


The sound.





“Of water” was eliminated. Another poet by the name of Shiken Taguchi saw Sengai’s painting and complained, “This is not a haiku.” Sengai replied, “Yes, I know. I want you to hear the sound.”


Isn’t that a nice story? What kind of sound is it?


In the first poem, Sengai says that Basho jumps in. It’s easy to see that Sengai sees no division between Basho, himself, and the splash made by the frog. In other words, the subject-object relationship has disappeared. Then Sengai says further, “Frog jumps in / The sound.” Here, Sengai is not expressing just one particular sound, but he is manifesting himself as the sound of everything, the form of everything, the color of everything.


Buddhism is the teaching of awakening, the way of enlightenment. And enlightenment is the realization of the unity and harmony of ourselves and externals. It is the way of awakening from a bad dream in which we separate ourselves from everything and everybody, creating all kinds of problems and difficulties. In short, enlightenment is realizing this sound, the sound of oneself, the sound of one’s true nature.


What did Shakyamuni realize twenty-five-hundred years ago, when he saw the morning star after six years of meditation on the true nature of life? In the first chapter of the Denkoroku (The Record of Transmitting of the Light), Keizan Zenji writes: “Shakyamuni Buddha, seeing the morning star and attaining the Way, exclaimed, ‘I and the great earth and all beings have simultaneously accomplished the Way.’” What does this mean? We can say that Basho saw this morning star when he heard the sound of the water. Our practice is to hear this sound, to see this form. We can express it as this “soundless sound,” this “formless form.” This formless form is not something that we can’t see, but rather the opposite. Our very form and the form of everything in the universe is nothing but this formless form.


In the Avatamsaka Sutra, it is said that one is all, all is one. And in the Lotus Sutra (Saddharma Pundarika Sutra), it says, “All Dharmas are reality itself.” To see this is the moment of enlightenment.


Regarding the Lotus Sutra, I still recall quite vividly that when I was studying under Watanabe Genshu Zenji, the Chief Abbot of Sojiji, he told me that the very spirit, the very essence expressed in the Lotus Sutra is “To penetrate deep into samadhi and see the buddhas in the ten directions.” And Dogen Zenji says, “To clarify life and death is of vital importance.” In the Lotus Sutra, this grave importance is explained as “opening the eye of Buddha’s wisdom.” Zen Master Shitou Xiqian (J. Sekito Kisen), Dharma grandson of the Sixth Ancestor, also clearly states, “The important matter is to awaken Buddha’s wisdom.”


Sometimes we hear it said that we shouldn’t seek after enlightenment. What this really means is that we shouldn’t seek enlightenment outside ourselves. But we’ve got to seek ourselves, who we really are. That’s what all the Ancestors and masters did. Without seeking and searching, we won’t get anywhere. So please, take the time to patiently and diligently clarify this grave matter.


As to the characteristics of Soto and Rinzai practice, we can say that the Rinzai school tends to emphasize the importance of attaining and clarifying enlightenment, while in the Soto school, we emphasize the importance of practice itself. This doesn’t mean that we don’t need to realize the Buddha’s wisdom; it’s a starting point, but there is still further to go. That’s what Dogen Zenji means in the “Fukanzazengi” (Universal Promotion of the Principles of Zazen) when he says: “Though you are proud of your understanding and replete with insight, getting hold of the wisdom that knows at a glance, though you attain the way and clarify the mind, giving rise to the spirit that assaults the heavens, you may loiter in the precincts of the entrance and still lack something of the vital path of liberation.” Dogen Zenji is not putting down enlightenment; he is just saying that it is not a final accomplishment. In his time, the general tendency was that having attained enlightenment, people didn’t practice any longer, and even believed that they could do whatever they wanted. His statement warns against such a tendency. There is no end to how much we can accomplish.


Let us appreciate the following analogy of the poor man and the millionaire from the Lotus Sutra. It is a wonderful metaphor for our practice and how enlightenment can be achieved and deepened.


The son of a millionaire leaves his father’s home and starts wandering. The father’s house, with its limitless wealth, is the house of the Buddha, our own house. In other words, we have left the home of our true self.


Soon the son becomes poor and experiences all sorts of pain and suffering, while his father spends year after year worrying and searching for him. Finally, after many years spent wandering around, the son happens to appear in front of the very house where he was raised, but it’s been so long he can’t even recognize it. In fact, such a huge, gorgeous house intimidates him, yet he is curious and starts looking around.


His father happens to see him, and even though the son has changed quite a bit, the father immediately recognizes him and sends his servants to bring him in. But seeing people coming out from the gate and approaching him, the son thinks they’ve come to catch him because he’s been hanging around, and he starts to run away. The messengers go back and report this to the father, and ask, “Should we grab him and bring him in or not?” The father says, “No, don’t go after him. We’ll have someone dressed the way he is go after him and tell him, ‘The boss of that house is a very kind man. We are working there, and he wants you to come and work with us. You don’t need to worry about where to stay and what to eat.’” The son agrees, and though still hesitant, enters the house.


Relating again to practice, many people begin and drop out. Those who are unsure about practice could be compared to the son entering the house, so entering the zendo and sitting parallels the son starting to work in the home.


The father gradually promotes his son. In the same way, year after year, in our practice, we use all kinds of expedient means, such as koans, and we mature, little by little. By doing zazen, we become stronger.


After years of work, the son settles in quite nicely, just as after years of practice, we, too, begin to settle. The father asks his son to take care of all financial matters, putting him in charge of practically everything. But still the son doesn’t consider that all these treasures are his own; they still seem like someone else’s. Finally, when the time ripens and the son is ready, the father reveals the truth. By this time it is not a surprise for the son at all. This moment can be compared to the moment of enlightenment. Prior to this time, the son must have been aware of progressing to higher positions, of becoming more and more confident and capable of dealing with people and handling things.


However, succeeding to the position of overseer is not quite sufficient; attaining enlightenment is not quite sufficient. What remains? Again, our path is wonderfully paralleled in this story. For example, one who acts bossy is not really a master. Growing into that position, digesting all sorts of experiences, one becomes more and more subdued, more understanding, more sympathetic. Finally, one becomes fully mature as the master. The same is true of our practice. After attaining enlightenment or after succeeding to the Dharma, we are still green. We have to grow further and further, until all our rough qualities are polished and our glaring qualities are subdued. Thus we become one with the whole family, the whole society. Then we are really the masters, and our practice, our life, is truly accomplished.


Now let’s look at a poem by Dogen Zenji titled “The Lotus Sutra”:




When you grasp


The heart of this sutra,


Even the voices


Of selling and buying in the marketplace


Expound the Dharma.





When you grasp the heart of this sutra . . . “Heart” could also be translated as “mind.” . . . even the voices of selling and buying in the marketplace expound the Dharma. Dogen Zenji is referring as well to the sounds of cars passing in the street, birds chirping in the backyard, dogs barking, kids yelling, helicopters buffeting the wind overhead, all are nothing but “expounding the Dharma.”


How do we realize the mind of this sutra? In the Diamond Sutra (Vajracchedika Sutra), there is the expression, “All buddhas and buddhas’ teachings arise from this sutra.” What is “this sutra”? It is buddha nature, true self. The Diamond Sutra also states: “If one tries to see the Tathagata through forms and voices, he cannot see the Tathagata.” Again, what does that mean? If we try to see it, we can’t see it: in a way, this is our dilemma. When we try to see an “it,” the seer and the seen are separate, there is a subject/object relationship; that’s how the usual level of consciousness works. It’s not that dichotomy or dualism itself is wrong. In a way everything is dualistic: enlightenment and delusion, heaven and earth, man and woman, husband and wife, parents and children, teacher and student, right and left, right and wrong, night and day, ignorance and wisdom. The point is that we should transcend dichotomy and see the underlying unity of all things.


Bankei Zenji was a Japanese Rinzai master who lived about 250 years ago and was a friend of Tenkei Denson Zenji, an Ancestor in the Soto lineage. One day Bankei Zenji said to a group of people, “You are here to listen to my talk and I am talking to you. You should understand what I tell you. What is this mind? A dog is barking outside. When you hear that dog, you are not trying to do anything; you just perceive it. That is the mind of the Buddha.” This is so true: without trying to do anything, we are living quite satisfactorily. We see something; we naturally respond. We hear something; we naturally respond. We do something; we naturally just do it. Then there is no problem. In other words, let consciousness work as consciousness. But somehow we always add something extra to it, and this generates problems. In a sense, our practice is to trim these extras.


Zen Master Wumen Huikai (J. Mumon Ekai) advises those working on the koan Mu to trim all thinking and self-consciousness and just put themselves entirely into “Mu.” Dogen Zenji says the same thing: “Cut off consciousness at its root.” In other words, become plainly, genuinely yourself. Such a state is often compared to a mirror. Explaining the passage in the Heart Sutra, “Not stained, not pure,” Master Bankei says that a mirror just reflects a dog’s droppings, and when we remove those droppings, no stain is left on the mirror. It reflects a beautiful flower, and when we remove it, no purity is left. He says the same thing of “no increase, no decrease.” A heavy thing is reflected in the mirror, but no heavy thing remains. No light thing, no big thing, no small thing remains. That’s what’s called “no mind” or “no self.” When we are truly open and unconditioned by any ideas or standards, we live right here.


I am reminded of the famous passage by Dogen Zenji: “To study the self is to forget the self,” which means to become a clear mirror. In this way, we can reflect everything as it is, we can be “enlightened by all things.” No division exists, just unity and harmony. Such harmony or unity isn’t static; it’s active. Sometimes the practice of Zen is like climbing a mountain. Without the climbing, we can’t really understand how splendid it is to stand on the mountain peak. Also, we can’t know how wonderful and difficult it is to climb to the top. The top of the mountain could be compared to the accomplishment of enlightenment; staying there is static and useless, a big trap, so we have to come down. In the Surangama Sutra, fifty traps are listed, and the worst of them is to think that you have accomplished enough.


We have to descend from the mountain to share our delight with other people and encourage them to climb it themselves. First, we start from home, which is ourself. Dogen Zenji says, “To study Buddhism is to study the self.” That’s our starting point. “To study the self is to forget the self.” That’s climbing. “To forget the self is to be enlightened by all things.” That’s reaching the summit. After attaining enlightenment, we must embody wisdom as compassion. This is the hard part. This is what Dogen Zenji means when he says: “This traceless enlightenment continues endlessly.” In other words, seeing everything and everybody as part of ourselves, we take good care of them. I would especially like to emphasize the importance of taking care; each of us should really make this her or his practice. Regardless of how much or how little we accomplish, whatever we do, we use both wisdom and compassion. This is what I want you to be really aware of.


Why is it necessary to help or to save other people? It is important to understand how life goes. From the intrinsic standpoint, all of us are buddhas, but somehow we aren’t really satisfied that this is true. We have to actually experience it, really see for ourselves how true it is. But even seeing it is not enough; we have to practice continuously. That’s what Dogen Zenji calls the circle of continuous practice: raising the bodhi mind, practicing, achieving enlightenment, and attaining nirvana. Practice goes on in this way forever.


Amitabha Buddha said, “Until everybody is enlightened, I won’t enter into perfect nirvana.” In the Vimalakirti Sutra, the layman Vimalakirti says, “I am sick because people are sick.” And in the Rinzai school, we use the koan, Master Boyan’s (J. Hakuun’s) “not yet, not enough.” However much we accomplish, still it’s insufficient, incomplete. So what is enlightenment?


Soen Nakagawa Roshi composed a haiku at the beginning of the year of the Dragon (1976) which I thought might be a nice way to end this chapter on enlightenment:






Ascend the slope,


Descend that very slope —


Spring of the dragon.










2: Sudden and Gradual Enlightenment


Taizan Maezumi


LIFE ALWAYS PRESENTS US with pairs. There are always two aspects that complement each other: sun and moon, day and night, mother and father, life and death. How easily our mind becomes occupied in a one-sided way! When we see one aspect and ignore the other, somehow we feel incomplete and the circumstances of our lives seem insufficient.


We can talk about aspects of our Zen practice as appearing in pairs, like enlightenment and delusion, or the relative and absolute points of view, or sudden and gradual teachings. We tend to set one side against the other and compare them. When we look closely, we can see that each pair is always just two aspects of one thing. Seeing this one thing, we can appreciate each aspect in a better way.


Dogen Zenji said of the five schools of Zen in China, “Although the five schools are different, they all transmit one Buddha Mind.” He said that we shouldn’t even look upon Zen as a sect. The point is that we should genuinely understand and realize this One Buddha Mind. Dogen Zenji says all kinds of beautiful things about it, but we should really penetrate this One Buddha Mind ourselves.


When Dogen Zenji returned from China, he said, “I have returned empty-handed, without the smallest bit of Buddhadharma.” “Empty-handed” — when you’ve got nothing in your hands, they are free to be used in the best way. And “without the smallest bit of Buddhadharma” — in other words, everything is the Buddhadharma. It’s not a matter of having it or not: this very life, as it is, is nothing but the Buddhadharma itself.


In Buddhism, there has been much discussion of the issue of sudden and gradual approaches to practice. In fact, after the Sixth Ancestor, this became a very controversial topic of debate among people practicing Zen. But the issue of sudden and gradual is not a matter of one or the other; in some way or another, our practice includes both sudden and gradual aspects. If we don’t get attached to just one side, we can appreciate the sudden and gradual aspects from a number of different perspectives. Usually the sudden aspect of practice is understood to be the moment of the enlightenment experience, kensho or satori, which always happens suddenly. This sudden enlightenment experience is of crucial importance, but we should also appreciate the gradual practice that leads up to that moment, and the gradual practice of deepening, refining, and clarifying our vision after the enlightenment experience. Kensho means “to see the nature,” the buddha nature. To experience kensho is to see that this life, as it is, is the very life of the Buddha. Even though our life is the enlightened way itself, because our understanding is not quite right, we somehow don’t see that this is so. The Rinzai school especially emphasized the importance of having this sudden opening.


In his commentary on the koan Mu, Master Wumen (J. Mumon) says:






Concentrate yourself into Mu, making your whole body, with its 360 bones and 84,000 pores, one great question. Day and night, without ceasing, keep digging into it. Do not interpret it as “nothingness” or as “being” or “nonbeing.” It must be like a red-hot iron ball which you have gulped down and which you try to vomit up, but cannot. Cast away all delusive thoughts and feelings which you have cherished up to the present. After a while, your efforts will come to fruition naturally, and inside and out will become one. You will then be like a dumb person who has had a wonderful dream: he knows it within himself but he cannot speak of it. Suddenly Mu breaks open and astonishes the heavens and shakes the earth. . . . Though you may stand on the brink of life and death, you will enjoy the great freedom. In the six realms and the four modes of birth, you will live in the samadhi of innocent play.
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