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“In this brief but remarkably thorough book, Boshan puts into words what it means to truly doubt. Not just to be skeptical — but to push all the way to the very foundations. Anyone interested in Zen can learn a whole lot from this little book.”


— from the foreword by Brad Warner, author of Hardcore Zen


 


the greater the doubt, the greater the awakening


 


“A classic Chinese text with clear — and inspiring — commentaries.”


— Thomas Yuho Kirchner, translator of Entangling Vines


 


“Great doubt and great faith are foundations of Zen practice. This great gift of a book provides essential checkpoints along the path.”


— Grace Schireson, author of Zen Women


 


“Upbeat, insightful, and inspiring teachings — a rich resource for all Buddhist practitioners.”


— Richard Jaffe, Duke University, author of Neither Monk nor Layman


 


“Boshan addresses the reader directly with vivid metaphors and stern (sometimes humorous) admonishments. He pulls no punches . . . These concise texts, not previously available in their entirety in English, offer classic wisdom for those exploring the Zen paths.”


— Publishers Weekly


 


BOSHAN (1575-1630) was one of the leading Chinese Zen masters of the Ming dynasty. JEFF SHORE is professor of Zen in the Modern World at Hanazono University in Kyoto.




Foreword


BY BRAD WARNER


Boshan’s book about Great Doubt reminds me of what I found most frustrating about punk rock back when I was a faithful believer in that form of music and expression. To me punk rock wasn’t an end in itself. It was an attitude that allowed you to deeply penetrate into the truth of everything. We were on a quest to find the reality behind the facade presented to us by the corporate-controlled media. We were all about questioning everything, including ourselves. Or so I thought.


But lots of people started coming in to the scene for whom punk rock was nothing more than a set of very specific fashion choices and an exceedingly limited way of musical expression. They didn’t see that punk rock was also about Great Doubt.


One of the first things I ever heard about Zen practice from my first Zen teacher was that it requires equal amounts of doubt and faith. This was both a shock and a great relief.


At the time I was searching for something to believe in. I’d been raised without a religion and I wanted one. I had hoped punk could be my religion, but that didn’t work out. And no actual religion I encountered made any better sense either. They all insisted on faith alone. I was supposed to have faith that Jesus died for my sins, or that Krishna could have sex with a thousand cowgirls in one night, or that Moses parted the Red Sea, or any number of other things that I found myself unable to have faith in. When I heard that Zen valued doubt as much as faith I saw that here at last was something I could believe in.


In this brief but remarkably thorough book, Boshan attempts to put into words what it means to truly doubt. Not just to be skeptical — though I think skepticism is an ingredient of Great Doubt — but to push all the way to the very foundations.


Another name for Great Doubt might be Great Wonder. Perhaps wonder is the brighter aspect of doubt.


Our brains have evolved to seek certainty. In order to survive, we have to be certain about what’s a snake and what’s a piece of rope, which mushrooms will provide us with vitamin D and riboflavin and which will kill us, who is our true friend and who is trying to cheat us. Religions take this sensible desire for situational certainty and create the fiction of ultimate all-encompassing absolute certainty. Meditation is often expected to lead us to a state of complete and utter certainty, a state beyond all doubt.


But in this book, Boshan tells us again and again that any state that seems like ultimate certainty is just the product of our own imagination. When we lose our capacity to doubt, we lose the truth. When you remove all doubt, you also remove all wonder.


There are passages in Boshan’s writing that might leave contemporary readers scratching their heads. I must admit there are a couple of times he loses me. But if you find yourself a little lost, my advice is to try not to worry so much about the particulars of what he’s saying and concentrate on the attitude he is trying to convey. Because he’s not trying to impart any specific information. Rather, he’s trying to get us to understand the attitude he calls Great Doubt.


In Fukan Zazengi Dogen says, “Proud of our understanding and richly endowed with realization, we obtain special states of insight; we attain the truth; we clarify the mind; we acquire the zeal that pierces the sky; we ramble through remote intellectual spheres, going in with the head; and yet, we have almost completely lost the vigorous road of getting the body out.”


Boshan never quotes this passage from Dogen. He probably never even read it. But to me he seems to be taking this very same attitude and penetrating into it as far as he can possibly go. Even in moments of the deepest and most profound insight, we need to maintain a sense of doubt, a sense of wonder.


If all you come away with after reading Great Doubt is a little of Boshan’s attitude, then you’re a long way past the vast majority of folks who like to tell all their friends they’re “into Zen” and show off all the great wisdom they possess by virtue of having once downloaded a podcast about meditation.


Boshan is writing both for beginners and for experienced practitioners. Beginners in meditation practice can often feel frustrated because they get distracted easily and meditation doesn’t feel like they imagine it should. But thinking your meditation is going wrong because you have distracting thoughts is like thinking your workout is going wrong because you sweat.


Still, it’s difficult. I get it. I’ve been there. Remembering that doubt is part of the process can make it easier to get through the rough patches. That feeling of doubt you have that you can even do this thing at all doesn’t mean you’re doing your meditation wrong. It means you’re doing it right.


As you continue your practice, though, you’ll eventually have moments where it seems like you’ve broken through, like you’ve solved every philosophical question that has bedeviled mankind for the past ten thousand centuries. You’ll want to shout your new discoveries from the rooftops and lead your fellow humans into the shining New Age of peace, love, and unlimited joy that you know are the birthright of every living creature.


To people at this stage, Boshan says, “Check yourself.” You may indeed have discovered something very deep, very profound. But you haven’t gone all the way because you can never go all the way. Nobody can. Realize that the all-encompassing bliss you feel is just as fleeting as everything else and that reality is much bigger than you could ever imagine.


I think anyone interested in Zen can learn a whole lot from this little book.




Introduction


DOUBT IN THE ZEN TRADITION


Like other religions, Zen Buddhism encourages faith or trust — but it also encourages doubt. There are, however, two kinds of doubt: skeptical doubt and great doubt. Skeptical doubt is of little value. Indeed — along with greed, hatred, ignorance, and pride — skeptical doubt is usually considered a defilement, a hindrance, or a poison. That kind of doubt gives rise to a hesitant attitude that keeps one from entering the Way. Great doubt, the kind of doubt that Zen values, is something entirely other. There is good reason that it is called great doubt.


Great doubt is an intense wonder, a powerful curiosity that opens us up. It does not stand in opposition to trust in the Way. In fact, great doubt can arise only from great trust. Great trust grounds and supports us; great doubt keeps us on the path, and leads us all the way through. Great trust is the conviction, based on experience, that there is a way; great doubt provides the fuel to go all the way. As quoted in the sixteenth-century compendium, Whips Through the Zen Barrier by Zhuhong, the fourteenth-century Chinese Zen master Zhen summed it up when he began a Dharma talk with this: “Fully trust, you’ll fully doubt; fully doubt, you’ll fully awaken.”


Consider the life of the Buddha — his great renunciation and home-leaving, his struggle and awakening. Through it all, his quest to resolve great doubt is unmistakable. Great doubt requires our urgent attention.


In this small book, we will explore two short texts on great doubt authored by Boshan (1575–1630), one of the leading Chinese masters of the Ming dynasty. The texts are called Exhortations for Those Who Don’t Rouse Doubt and Exhortations for Those Who Rouse Doubt. Boshan, or Mount Bo, is the name of the mountain where he was active; like many masters, he became known as such. He is also known as Wuyi Yuanlai and Dayi.


Boshan hailed from Shucheng in present-day Anhui Province, west of Nanjing. He left home in his mid-teens, took up Buddhist study and practice, including five years of sustained meditative discipline, and received full ordination. Later he practiced under the Caodong (Japanese: Sōtō) master Wuming Huijing (1548–1618), a severe teacher who persistently rejected Boshan’s intial insights. One day, while sitting intently in meditation on a rock, Boshan had a sudden realization when he heard a statue nearby fall with a crash. The following year he was greatly awakened when watching a person climb a tree. He was in his late twenties at the time. Boshan received the bodhisattva precepts before teaching at several monasteries, finally settling at Mount Bo in present-day Jiangxi Province, south of Anhui. He was one of Wuming Huijing’s four Dharma heirs, and he himself left behind several Dharma heirs and lay disciples. He passed away in 1630.


One of his lay disciples wrote a preface dated 1611 — Boshan would have been around thirty-six years old at the time — for the larger work of which these exhortations form one part. There it states it is “truly a lifeboat for this degenerate age, a direct path for beginner’s mind. Surely beneficial in the present day, it will be a great aid in the future as well.”


Chinese, Korean, and Japanese editions have since been published. Boshan was prolific; in his own introduction to the larger work, which includes these two texts, Boshan emphasizes the importance of this great doubt:


 


In Zen practice, the essential point is to rouse doubt. What is this doubt? When you are born, for example, where do you come from? You cannot help but remain in doubt about this. When you die, where do you go? Again, you cannot help but remain in doubt. Since you cannot pierce this barrier of life and death, suddenly doubt will coalesce right before your eyes. Try to put it down, you cannot; try to push it away, you cannot. Eventually you will break through this doubt block and realize what a worthless notion life and death is — ha! As the old worthies said: “Great doubt, great awakening; small doubt, small awakening; no doubt, no awakening.”
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