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To my parents and grandparents:
Gladys Baker and Robert Thomas Aitken,
Jessie Thomas and Robert Grant Aitken,

and

Florence Page and James Bartlett Baker — 
who bred ethics into my bones.




My heart was full; I made no vows, but vows
Were then made for me.
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Foreword


When I entered the monastery as a novice, the first book I studied was Gathas for Everyday Life, compiled by the Chinese Zen master Du Ti. Gathas are short verses we can recite during the day to help us dwell in mindfulness and look more deeply at what we are doing. Today I still practice many of the gathas from that book — when I wake up, when I put on my shoes, when I wash the dishes, when I enter the meditation hall. I have even compiled a handbook of forty-nine gathas to use for practicing in modern times.


In 1985, I met Robert Aitken, roshi at his zendo in Hawaii, and I was pleased to discover that he is a poet who deeply appreciates practicing with gathas. In the Zen tradition, poetry and meditation always go together. In China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, everyone likes poetry, and we use poetry to make the practice of meditation enjoyable. Poetry is comprised of images and music, and images make the practice easy.


In this book, Aitken Roshi offers us many beautiful verses that we can use to reflect more deeply on what we are doing. What is going on is very important. Life in society is complex, and it is easy to lose ourselves in regrets about the past or anxieties about the future. The only moment we can be alive is this moment, and gathas, simple verses that state our intention to dwell in mindfulness, can bring us back to life. If we only dwell in the past or the future, we are like a ghost, and if our little boy or girl comes up to us and presents us with a beautiful smile, we will miss it. What a pity!


Practicing mindfulness with gathas helps us develop concentration. In Buddhism, meditation means looking deeply into the heart of reality, and concentration is the basic condition for this practice. In itself, concentration contains the seeds of the kind of insight that frees us from afflictions and reveals to us the nature of reality.


I hope this book will inspire many readers to continue the Zen tradition of using verses to better enjoy daily life and cultivate concentration and insight. I hope you will use Aitken Roshi’s verses throughout the day and that one day you will begin to compose and practice with your own gathas as well. Don’t try to use too many at once. Start with one or two or three or four, and memorize them. Then, when the occasion for using your verse arises, you will be ready. We must keep the practice relevant and up-to-date, and Zen Vows for Daily Life is a sterling example of this. I am grateful to Aitken Roshi for offering us this beautiful book.


Thich Nhat Hanh
Plum Village




Introduction


The poems in this book set forth occasions for religious practice. Though I made them for modern students, I was inspired by antique antecedents, back to the historical Buddha. My purpose in this essay is to present the ideas and forms of those antecedents.


The Buddha’s original teaching is essentially a matter of four points — the four noble truths:


1.Anguish is everywhere.


2.We desire permanent existence for ourselves and for our loved ones, and we desire to prove ourselves independent of others and superior to them. These desires conflict with the way things are: nothing abides, and everything and everyone depends upon everything and everyone else. This conflict causes our anguish, and we project this anguish on those we meet.


3.Release from anguish comes with the personal acknowledgment and resolve: we are here together very briefly, so let us accept reality fully and take care of one another while we can.


4.This acknowledgment and resolve are realized by following the eightfold path: right views, right thinking, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right recollection, and right meditation. Here right means “correct’”or “accurate” — in keeping with the reality of impermanence and interdependence.1


The four noble truths are called “noble” because they present the vocation of wisdom and compassion. They are the foundation of all Buddhism, and form the heart of modern-day Theravada, the Buddhism of South and Southeast Asia.


Mahayana, a later tradition that became the Buddhism of East Asia, produced quite radical changes in the way those basic ideas were interpreted and expressed. For example, early emphasis was upon demonstrating the insubstantial nature of the self, but in the Mahayana that insubstantial essence itself is given attention:


It shines everywhere in the daily activities of everyone, appearing in everything. Though you try to grasp it, you cannot get it; though you try to abandon it, it always remains. It is vast and unobstructed, utterly empty.2


As to interdependence, the Mahayana Buddhist finds that relationships are not just the ordinary activity of giving and receiving support, but in every situation the other person, animal, plant, or thing is experienced as oneself. This is “interbeing,” to use Thich Nhat Hanh’s felicitous term, and is presented vividly in a multitude of expansive and profound metaphors in the Avatamsaka Sutra, translated into Chinese as the Hua-yen ching, the last great chronicle of the Mahayana. Central among these metaphors is “The Net of Indra”: a multidimensional net of all beings (including inanimate things), with each point, each knot, a jewel that perfectly reflects, and indeed contains, all other points.3 This cosmic yet intimate perspective is offered again and again throughout the sutra. Thomas Cleary, scholar of Hua-yen philosophy, writes:
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