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Advance Praise of The Zen Teaching of Homeless Kodo



“Shohaku Okumura is a true treasure for contemporary American Zen, humbly but clearly expressing this noble legacy.”


—Taigen Dan Leighton, author of Zen Questions


“Sawaki Roshi’s profound and simple Dharma expression comes from the depth of his empty, open heart, like the light of the sun or the flow of a river, pure and unhindered, touching and awakening that same place in ourselves.”


—Mel Weitsman, founder of Berkeley Zen Center


“Clear and conversational. The variety among the three voices encourages the emergence of a fourth: yours, as you browse and come back again and again.”


—Jisho Warner, founder of Stone Creek Zen Center


“Studying this book is a rare chance to sit with three Zen masters as they bring forth the Dharma with their unique family style—compassionate, blunt, humorous, wholehearted—each one devotedly helping the other and helping us to wake up.”


—Eijun Linda Ruth Cutts, Central Abbess of the San Francisco Zen Center


“Prepare yourself to be challenged and inspired. In Shohaku Okumura’s vibrant new translation of writings from his Dharma grandfather Kodo Sawaki, we can directly taste the power of authentic Zen. Equally precious are the commentaries from Sawaki Roshi’s Dharma heir and Okumura’s teacher Kosho Uchiyama, along with Okumura’s own commentaries. The lineage of Homeless Kodo is alive and well, and available to us all through this delightful book.” —Melissa Myozen Blacker, coeditor of The Book of Mu


“To Kodo Sawaki, ‘homelessness’ was more than not having a temple or a house; it described how life is: ‘. . .all human beings without exception are in reality homeless.’ In The Zen Teaching of Homeless Kodo, three generations of Zen teachers explore the nature of that reality with an honesty that is direct, approachable, and often disconcerting. Sawaki’s blunt statements, recorded by his student Kosho Uchiyama, and explained by Uchiyama’s student Shohaku Okumura, offer a modern approach to Buddhism and Zen that is free of lofty perceptions of spiritual practice. Their teachings point to fundamental human feelings of insecurity and inadequacy and the cultural mindsets that reinforce and cause us to be trapped by them. As readers discover, recognizing this reality can also open up an underlying freedom.”


—Teijo Munnich, Great Tree Zen Women’s Temple
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Hit the road with one of the most important Zen masters of the twentieth-century.


Eschewing the entrapments of vanity, power, and money, Kodo Sawaki Roshi lived a traveling and “homeless“ life, going from temple to temple, student to student, and never straying from his chosen path. With razor-sharp wit and penetrating insight, he cuts through trivial preoccupations like a sword through tissue paper. Always clear, often funny, he jolts us into awakening.


Kosho Uchiyama expands and explains his teacher’s wisdom with his commentary, drawing parallels between Zen teachings and Western philosophy. Shohaku Okumura adds his own insight, grounding his teachers’ power and sagacity for the contemporary practitioner. Through this book, experience the timeless, practical wisdom of three generations of Zen masters.


“A wonderful opportunity to catch a glimpse of a vibrant lineage in action and an invaluable contribution to all schools of meditative living.”


—Larry Rosenberg, author of Breath by Breath


“Provides pure, rich examples of living the Buddha Way by three renowned Zen practitioners, replete with teachings that directly point to wholeheartedly living our lives.”


—Steve Hagen, author of Buddhism Plain and Simple


Kosho Uchiyama (1912–99) studied Western philosophy at Waseda University and became a Zen priest under Kodo Sawaki Roshi. He wrote over twenty books on Zen, including Opening the Hand of Thought: Foundations of Zen Buddhist Practice.


Shohaku Okumura is a Soto Zen priest and Dharma successor of Kosho Uchiyama Roshi. He is the former director of the Soto Zen Buddhism International Center in San Francisco. He is the author of Living by Vow and Realizing Genjokoan.




 


 


 


 


 


This new translation is humbly dedicated to


Somon Kodo Daiosho


on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary


of his passing away


and


Doyu Kosho Daiosho


on the occasion of the seventeenth


anniversary of his passing away.


Without their teachings and examples,


I could not have found a positive and


creative way of life.


Nine prostrations,


Shohaku Okumura
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Preface



by Jokei Molly Delight Whitehead


There may be no better example of a reckless vow than promising to edit a book. No matter how many times one reads a manuscript with the precise attention that’s a kind of love, mistakes will escape. I’d like to say perfection isn’t the goal, but perfection has to be the goal, never mind its impossibility. This paradox lends our vows their bittersweet beauty: we strive wholeheartedly for ideals we know we can never reach, accepting failure more or less gracefully from the start.


Here my mission was to help the Dharma express itself as clearly and meaningfully as possible through three generations of a Zen lineage. My favorite aspect of this book is its prismatic reflection of a single truth through the distinct characters, experiences, and voices of three teachers—the universal manifesting through the particular, as always.


I’m honored to have been part of this effort, which gave me a tangible way to express my gratitude to my teacher, Shohaku Okumura, and to our lineage. Across divides of culture and time, I feel a resonance with Kodo Sawaki Roshi, most of all because of his “homelessness”—his skepticism of institutions, religious and otherwise. I believe that for Sawaki Roshi spiritual practice had nothing to do with signing on to a particular dogma, but instead meant shouldering responsibility moment by moment for the truth and vitality of one’s own life, intimate with all things.


Along with devotion and responsibility, life asks trust—trust in what Dogen Zenji called “total function.” In the end, an editor has to trust the words themselves, the truth behind them, and the earnest intentions of readers, then take a deep breath and let the book have its life. May you enjoy it!


My thanks to those who kept me on path at the beginning of my practice: Leslie James, Diana Gerard, and Norma Fogelberg. To Christopher Stillson for his unwavering faith and generosity of spirit. And to the friends who fed and sheltered me in my “homeless” days as a priest in Bloomington, Indiana: Peiwei Li and Arjan Vermeulen, Alexis Wreden and Robert Fakelmann, Barbara Moss and Bob Meadows, Beth and Tom Hollingsworth, Brian Flaherty, and Yuko Okumura.


I dedicate my work here to my parents, Joan and Jeff Whitehead, who taught me to love words—the right ones, in the right order, and not too many of them.
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Introduction



by Shohaku Okumura


This book is a collection of Kosho Uchiyama Roshi’s comments on selected short sayings of Kodo Sawaki Roshi. I added some explanation to help contemporary Western readers understand the examples from Japanese history and culture and the essential points of their teachings in a wider Buddhist context.


Sawaki Roshi was one of the most important Soto Zen Buddhist masters of twentieth-century Japan. His fifty years of teaching throughout Japan made Soto Zen available to the common people, outside the traditional monastic system. His emphasis on the traditional sewing of robes has also been widely influential on Western Soto Zen.


Sawaki Roshi’s Dharma heir Uchiyama Roshi was a rare Japanese Soto Zen master with a graduate degree in Western philosophy. His unique way of presenting the Dharma appeals to the modern intellect.


The two teachers’ complementary personalities, combined with their sense of humor, offer us practical guidance in Zen Buddhism and help readers make sense of the challenges of our modern world.


The History of This Book


The main part of this book, the wisdom from Kodo Sawaki Roshi and commentary by Kosho Uchiyama Roshi, originally appeared as a series of newspaper articles by Uchiyama Roshi, which ran from January 1966 to February 1967 in the religious column of the Japanese newspaper Asahi Shimbun. The fifty-six articles were compiled and published by Hakujusha Press as two volumes in 1966 and 1967. For the seventh anniversary of Sawaki Roshi’s death, Uchiyama Roshi wrote fifteen additional articles (chapters 57–71 in this book), and all were combined into a pocket-sized volume.


Ten years later, Uchiyama Roshi added his essay “Kodo Sawaki Roshi’s Zazen” and republished the book. This piece is based on a talk he gave in 1980 at Jinnoin temple; located in Kure, Hiroshima, Jinnoin is one of the temples Sawaki Roshi visited regularly as part of his “moving monastery.”


These early versions were all released by Hakujusha, publisher of the majority of Uchiyama Roshi’s books. In the 1990s, Hakujusha folded, and his more than twenty books went out of print.


After Uchiyama Roshi’s death, one of his Dharma heirs, Rev. Shusoku Kushiya, added chapter 72 from an article Uchiyama Roshi wrote in 1985 for the Buddhist magazine Daihorin, as well as the essay “Recollections of My Teacher, Kodo Sawaki Roshi,” which Uchiyama Roshi wrote in 1971. This latest version was published in 2006 by Daihorinkaku press, which has republished several of Uchiyama Roshi’s books, thanks to Rev. Kushiya’s efforts.


The book you are reading is based on my English translation of this version.


English Translations


Another of Uchiyama Roshi’s Dharma heirs, Rev. Koshi Ichida, with assistance from Marshall Mittnick, made the first English translation of the seventy-one original chapters of this book. He used them as teaching material for the sitting group he led at Pioneer Valley Zendo in Charlemont, Massachusetts, in the second half of the 1970s.


In 1989 at Kyoto Soto Zen Center, I translated the essay “Kodo Sawaki Roshi’s Zazen.” George Varvares and I edited this and Rev. Ichida’s work and published them in 1990 through the center as The Zen Teaching of “Homeless” Kodo. Later, this volume was republished as a free teaching resource by Sotoshu Shumucho, Tokyo, Japan. This version has been out of print since 2010.


Both Rev. Ichida and George Varvares passed away in the 1990s. I would like to express my deepest gratitude for their work.


In September 2011, I started to work on this new translation of the Daihorinkaku version. I added my commentary on Sawaki Roshi’s Dharma words and Uchiyama Roshi’s explanations. I also wrote a brief biography of Sawaki Roshi. My disciple Jokei Molly Whitehead edited this translation and commentary. I deeply appreciate her excellent work. Without her, this book could not have been published this promptly and in this condition.


Sawaki Roshi and Uchiyama Roshi spoke and wrote about their insights into Buddhadharma using their own unique expressions, without many technical terms. They spoke mainly based on their own experiences and used contemporary colloquial Japanese expressions with concrete examples familiar to ordinary Japanese. This is what made their talks and books popular in Japan.


However, non-Japanese readers unfamiliar with Japanese history, culture, and society at that time might have difficulty understanding their essential points. And unless readers are versed in Buddhism and Zen in general, and Dogen Zenji’s teachings in particular, they might have trouble understanding these teachings in this larger context. This is why I decided to offer some explanations and comments. I hope these additions are not superfluous, like putting legs on a painting of a snake.


Unless otherwise cited, any translations of other works, for instance excerpts from Dogen Zenji, are by me.


The Significance of This Book in My Life


During summer vacation in 1965, when I was a seventeen-year-old high school student, my classmate Masanori Uda visited Antaiji, where Uchiyama Roshi lived, to practice for about two weeks. This was right after Uchiyama Roshi had published his first book, Jiko, or Self, and he gave Masanori a copy. After returning from Antaiji, my friend lent me the book. When I first read it, I wanted to live like Uchiyama Roshi and become his disciple. Masanori and I planned to visit Antaiji in the fall for a five-day sesshin, but in the end we couldn’t go. Because of this, I lost my chance to meet Sawaki Roshi; he passed away on December 21 of that year. While I regret that I couldn’t meet him, I was also fortunate I couldn’t go then—if I’d done my first sesshin at seventeen, I’m sure I would have thought I couldn’t do zazen.


The following February, Masanori had surgery for stomach pain he’d suffered since the previous fall. He had intestinal cancer. Because he was young, the cancer grew quickly. The surgeon couldn’t do anything for him. Masanori died at the end of July. I visited his family occasionally to offer incense to him. Soon afterward, Masanori’s mother called on Uchiyama Roshi at Antaiji. When she mentioned her son’s death, Uchiyama Roshi put his photo, together with that of a girl who had recently committed suicide, in his Bible. He said to Masanori’s mother, “I hope they become friends in heaven.”


That was my first experience losing someone close. It was very painful. I knew that his mother must have had much deeper pain and sadness, but I couldn’t say anything to console her. Once when I visited, she showed me newspaper clippings of the articles by Uchiyama Roshi that later became the foundation for the chapters of this book. When she talked about the articles, she smiled. It seemed she got solace from them. This experience strengthened my desire to become Uchiyama Roshi’s disciple.


After I started studying Buddhism at Komazawa University in 1968, I tried to read Dogen Zenji’s writings, but they were too difficult for me. On the other hand, The Zen Teaching of Homeless Kodo was very clear, even for a twenty-year-old university student. Until my understanding deepened and I was able to follow the Buddha’s and Dogen Zenji’s teachings, this book was my guide in seeking the way.


The most important point I learned from it was that both Sawaki Roshi and Uchiyama Roshi were free of the worldly system of values, and yet they were walking in a very clear direction. I was skeptical of the paths recommended by my parents, teachers, and Japanese society, so I couldn’t find a life direction that made sense to me. If I hadn’t encountered Sawaki Roshi and Uchiyama Roshi, and through them Dogen Zenji and Shakyamuni Buddha, it might not have been possible for me to live my life positively, with unshakable direction.


Because these articles appeared in a major newspaper, not only for Buddhists or Zen practitioners but mainly addressed to ordinary readers, most of them relate to problems modern people experience in their daily lives. I hope this English translation is helpful for people who wish to find a stable way of life and the meaning of Zen practice in this modern world.



Sawaki Roshi’s Multifaceted Life and Personality


As Uchiyama Roshi observes in his “Recollections,” Sawaki Roshi was a complex and changeable person. Although most of us have many sides, we often make an effort to appear consistent in various aspects of our lives. However, Sawaki Roshi was openly multifaceted. He showed different traits with his disciples at Antaiji, with priest students at Komazawa University and other temples, with lay students, with those who weren’t his students, and with the general public. Each person’s image of Sawaki Roshi might be quite different.


In chapter 5, Uchiyama Roshi, the closest and longest disciple of Sawaki Roshi, says that for him the core of Sawaki Roshi’s greatness was that he was a person who “wasted” his entire life on zazen. This was the side of Sawaki Roshi’s life and teachings that Uchiyama Roshi focused on.


When I started to study Dogen Zenji at Komazawa, I read the whole nineteen-volume collection of Sawaki Roshi’s lectures, Sawaki Kodo Zenshu, which contained several talks on Dogen’s Shobogenzo. Even though at this time in my life Dogen was beyond my understanding, Sawaki Roshi’s commentaries were interesting. I was very much influenced by many of his teachings. But there were some comments I could not accept: those about war.


In his youth, as a soldier, Sawaki Roshi seemed to feel it was a Japanese man’s duty to fight for emperor and nation. He was twenty years old at the time of his service and had little formal education. Roshi kept this attitude until the end of World War II, when his opinion seemed to change; in chapter 16, he says that he can see no point to war. While his adoptive father was alive, Sawaki Roshi used his military pension to support him. Afterward, he used this pension to print copies of Buddhist texts, which he offered free to students and practitioners. He said the pension wasn’t “clean” money, so he wanted to use it for the sake of Dharma rather than himself.


I was born in 1948, three years after World War II ended. I was educated very differently from Sawaki Roshi and Uchiyama Roshi. Sawaki Roshi’s early sayings about war disturbed me. At school I was taught that the Meiji government fabricated a state religion in which the emperor was a god, and forced Japanese people to believe the best fate was to work hard and die in battle for their nation’s sake. Eventually the Japanese military invaded other countries, colonized Taiwan and Korea, and caused millions of deaths. After World War II, Japan accepted an American-made constitution, renouncing military power and resolving never to engage in war. This was my generation’s understanding of Japan’s history from 1868 to 1945.


Although I appreciated his teachings about zazen and Shobogenzo and Dogen’s other writings, it wasn’t possible for me to accept this aspect of Sawaki Roshi. I was uncomfortable when older people praised Sawaki Roshi as a hero of the Russo-Japanese War, and when people boasted of his interactions with military leaders, government officers, and successful businessmen. From that time, I limited my study of Sawaki Roshi. I tried to follow his teachings only from Uchiyama Roshi’s perspective—Sawaki Roshi’s greatness was due to having “wasted” his life for zazen. I tried not to quote his sayings except those discussed by Uchiyama Roshi. In this book, I’ve kept this same attitude.


Some people might argue that such a limited description of his life might give readers a distorted image of Sawaki Roshi. In his book Zen at War, Brian Victoria quoted several of Sawaki Roshi’s wartime sayings and criticized his support of the military government and the imperial system. Victoria also wrote:


         In an attempt to show at least some of the complexity of the Zen Buddhist response to Japan’s military actions, I have included sections on Zen Buddhist war resisters as well as collaborators. On whichever side of the fence these Buddhists placed themselves, their motivations were far more complex than can be presented in a single volume. Nor, of course, can their lives and accomplishments be evaluated solely on the basis of their positions regarding the relationship of Zen to the state and warfare. A holistic evaluation of these leaders, however, is not the subject of this book.


Similarly, my book does not evaluate Sawaki Roshi and his life as a whole objectively and critically. Though such a book would be a worthy undertaking, it would be a different work from this one. Uchiyama Roshi focused his original book on the essential Dharma teaching of Sawaki Roshi; I followed this approach.


Recently, I received an email from a friend in Poland:


         The issue of Roshi Sawaki and Zen at War came up. I am wondering what you would answer to somebody who says, “Sawaki is dangerous and not a Buddhist master at all. He killed many people with enthusiasm and didn’t feel any remorse, not to mention repentance. His actions during WWII were shameful. That’s enough about compassion and true practice of Dharma . . . .”


My answer was, “I have no words. Sawaki Roshi isn’t dangerous anymore. But we are still dangerous.”


I’m a Japanese Buddhist and Sawaki Roshi’s Dharma descendant. I think whatever I say in defense, apology, or criticism could be biased. I don’t think Sawaki Roshi was a warmonger, but it’s true that he didn’t oppose the imperial system, and so to a certain degree we have to accept the fact that he supported the war. He was conditioned as a Japanese man born in that time. I respect him and value his way of life—free of fame and profit—and his devotion to zazen practice. But I also think to worship Sawaki Roshi or any teacher without critical thinking is dangerous. Sawaki Roshi and other Japanese Buddhist leaders, orders, and teachings must be critically studied and objectively evaluated—as should all teachers, from all times and places.


When I asked Uchiyama Roshi to take me as his disciple, he advised me to consider him an “anti-role model.” I assumed he meant because he sat with the monks only during sesshin and Sunday gatherings; he couldn’t sit with us every day because of his health.


I think we need this same attitude when we study Sawaki Roshi’s or any Zen master’s life.


Acknowledgments


Rev. Jisho Warner and Rev. Shoryu Bradley took time out of their busy lives to look at this manuscript in the final stage and gave us many helpful suggestions. I appreciate their kindness and love for the Dharma.


I would like to offer special thanks to Michael Hofmann for his longtime friendship. He painted the portaits of Sawaki Roshi, Uchiyama Roshi, and me for this book. His wonderful paintings express my teachers’ strong but gentle, strict but flexible, and warm personalities. In the early 1970s, he met Zenkei Shibayama Roshi and went to Japan to practice Zen and study sumie painting with well-known painter Gyokusei Jikihara, chairman of the Japan Nanga Academy. Because Shibayama Roshi knew Uchiyama Roshi, Michael began to come to Antaiji to sit. That was around the time I started to study English. He was my first English tutor. He visited Antaiji once a week to talk with me in English. When I first came to the U.S. in 1975, Michael and his girlfriend, Arthur Braverman and his wife, and my Dharma brother Rev. Eishin Ikeda and I traveled from California to Massachusetts through the South in Michael’s VW bus, on which he had painted Bodhidharma and the Second Ancestor, Huike. That was one of the most impressive travel experiences of my life. Thanks to the friendship of many Americans practicing at Antaiji, including Michael, I could continue to practice in this country to today.


Finally, I’d like to express my deep gratitude to Daihorinkaku, the Japanese Buddhist publisher, for their kind permission to translate this book.




[image: image]



Introduction



by Kosho Uchiyama


In the fall of 1965, Mr. Toshio Yamada, then editor of the religious column in the Asahi Shimbun, visited Antaiji to inquire about Sawaki Roshi’s health. On that occasion he said, “Sawaki Roshi always talks straightforwardly, and many people are deeply impressed. Could you write some articles about how you as his disciple understand his teachings?” I thought writing these articles would be good for me as part of my practice.


I reviewed Sawaki Roshi’s sharp and profound sayings from his lectures, which I had recorded in my notebooks as “Dharma words” (or hokku) of Homeless (or Yadonashi) Kodo. Then I began to write my comments on them, like a conversation with my teacher. I entitled this commentary Yadonashi Hokku-san, or Appreciating the Dharma Words of Homeless Kodo.


However, that fall Sawaki Roshi suddenly became critically ill, and I couldn’t continue the project. He passed away at the end of the year. Unexpectedly my articles became a memorial address and were published serially in the religious column of the Osaka Asahi newspaper every Sunday, starting from the second week of January 1966. This continued for one year and two months; I wrote fifty-six articles. Writing them not only gave me a chance to deepen my appreciation of Sawaki Roshi’s teachings but also comforted and encouraged me when I was lonely because of the death of my teacher, whom I relied on. I was extremely grateful to Mr. Yamada for giving me this opportunity.


The fifty-six articles were compiled into two booklets published by Hakujusha Press. For the seventh anniversary of Sawaki Roshi’s death, Mr. Nakayama, president of Hakujusha, asked me to write some additional articles to create a book. I thought it would be nice to publish this book as a memorial to Sawaki Roshi. So I wrote fifteen more articles.


As many people knew, Sawaki Roshi was like a typical ancient Zen master: dynamic, fearless, and unconventional. It’s rare to see teachers like him these days. I, on the contrary, am such a fainthearted person that I hesitate to tell people I was his disciple. Yet I practiced with him longer than anyone and served as his closest disciple. Near the end of his life, I asked him, “I am such a weak person. Is it possible for me to lead people after your death?” He replied, “In our tradition, zazen is the most honored one. As long as you continue to practice zazen, you can lead people without mistake.” He encouraged his cowardly disciple and showed me the path to take.


I received this as his final teaching. Since then, I have devoted myself to zazen and have maintained Antaiji as a place where the practice of zazen is the most honored.


This book is a collection of the responses of his timid disciple to the Dharma expressions of Sawaki Roshi’s dynamic personality. Precisely because of this, the book might be helpful in introducing Sawaki Roshi’s teaching to readers and allowing them to feel more comfortable with it. Indeed, there are more fearful people like me in this world than courageous ones like him.


It is with deep gratitude that I offer this book.


Remembering his final days


On this day in early autumn,


Close to the seventh anniversary of his death.





The Zen Teaching of Homeless Kodo






1.    
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No Need to Be Chained
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KODO SAWAKI:


People call me Homeless Kodo, but I don’t think they particularly intend to disparage me. They say “homeless” probably because I never had a temple or owned a house. Anyway, all human beings without exception are in reality homeless. It’s a mistake to think we have a solid home.
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KOSHO UCHIYAMA:


I’ve selected some of Sawaki Roshi’s Dharma words from my notebooks, which I kept while I practiced with him for twenty-five years. I’d like to savor them together with readers.


It wasn’t necessarily comfortable for me, as his disciple, that Sawaki Roshi was called Homeless Kodo. The word homeless has associations with stray dogs and alley cats. However, if all human beings are actually homeless, this nickname can be understood as an honorific title for a person who lives in accordance with reality.


As a disciple of a “homeless” teacher, I myself was homeless. I had to get daily food and provisions through takuhatsu, religious begging. Dogs often threatened me. Once a spitz jumped up and barked viciously. The chain tied to the dog’s collar wasn’t tight enough, and suddenly it came undone. The dog immediately cowered, whined, and retreated. It seems a dog barks overbearingly when chained, but loses nerve as soon as it’s free.


It was entertaining to see that the dog behaved like some human beings. However, it’s rather pitiful when humans act like that dog. Some people high-handedly bark at others while they’re leashed by financial power, social status, or organizational authority, but as soon as the chains are removed they become gutless and powerless, and they retreat. Such people are truly miserable. I hope to be a person who can live majestically while “homeless.”


For human beings, it’s best to be without chains.
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SHOHAKU OKUMURA:


This is the first article Uchiyama Roshi wrote in his series of weekly newspaper columns titled Yadonashi Hokku-san. Hokku literally means “Dharma phrases.” This word is used as the translation of the title of one of the oldest and most well-known Buddhist scriptures in the Pali canon: the Dhammapada. As he writes in chapter 8 of this book, Uchiyama Roshi intended this series of columns to be the Dhammapada of modern times.


Yadonashi, or “homeless,” was Sawaki Roshi’s nickname, and in the Zen tradition, san means to meet a teacher to study and practice. So the title means studying and digesting the Dharma words of the homeless Zen master.


Sawaki Roshi’s nickname was coined by Rev. Yuho Hosokawa of the Buddhist publishing house Daihorinkaku, who edited the collection of Sawaki Roshi’s talks. When the editor had to contact Roshi, it was often difficult to find him because he was always traveling to teach. Sawaki Roshi called his style of teaching a “moving monastery.” When his editor called one place, they said, “Roshi was here but left several days ago.” Or “We expect Roshi soon, but he’s not here yet.” At that time, not many people in Japan had telephones. If Sawaki Roshi had known cell phones, I’m sure he would have considered them a leash.


Yadonashi refers to people removed from the census during the Tokugawa period. Some were criminals, while many others were farmers who left their home villages because of natural disasters or other reasons. They were considered outcasts. The label yadonashi had very negative connotations. However, if we interpret this expression in the context of Mahayana Buddhism, it refers to one of the three kinds of nirvana: mujusho nehan, the nirvana of no abiding. Bodhisattvas do not abide in samsara because of wisdom and do not rest in nirvana because of compassion.





2.    
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Having Finally Returned to a True Way of Life
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KODO SAWAKI:


A religion that has nothing to do with our fundamental attitude toward our lives is nonsense. Buddhadharma is a religion that teaches us how to return to a true way of life. “Subduing non-Buddhists,” or converting people, means helping them transform their lives from a half-baked, incomplete way to a genuine way.
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KOSHO UCHIYAMA:


More than fourteen hundred years have passed since Buddhism was first transmitted to Japan. There’s something surprising in the achievements of Buddhist monks during this long history: they’ve never taught Japanese people the essence of Buddhism as a religion. In no other field of endeavor can a person waste time like this; if a pilot fails to operate an airplane, the plane will crash. But if a priest makes a mistake chanting sutras during a funeral, the deceased will not complain. Probably this is why priests can get away with laziness.


Sawaki Roshi comes directly to the heart of the matter and says in a living, modern language, “Buddhadharma is a religion that allows us to live a genuine life.” From the time of Shakyamuni, Buddhism should have simply taught this point. Nevertheless, in the history of Buddhism, too much emphasis has been put on various ridiculous superstitions, and this fundamental point has been lost. We should reflect whether we are living our lives with an unshakably stable attitude. Please savor the following Dharma words.
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KODO SAWAKI:


Most people don’t act based on penetrating insights into their lives. They do things in a makeshift way, like putting a bandaid on their shoulder when they have soreness.


To be born human is rare, and we should be grateful and use our lives meaningfully. It’s absurd to get depressed because you don’t have money. It’s rubbish to become neurotic simply because you’re not sitting in a VIP seat. It’s foolish to cry merely because you were rejected by your girlfriend. Rather, having been born human, we should live a life worth living.
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SHOHAKU OKUMURA:


“Religion” is a translation of the Japanese word shukyo. Shukyo literally means teaching (kyo) about the ultimate truth (shu)—the truth to which the Buddha awakened, and his teachings on this truth. Because Sawaki Roshi and Uchiyama Roshi use shukyo with this original meaning, the English word religion might cause confusion.


Of course, Uchiyama Roshi exaggerates somewhat in saying Japanese Buddhist monks have failed to teach the essence of Buddhism. There have been great Buddhist masters, such as Dogen Zenji and others, and many sincere monks and lay Buddhists. However it’s true that Buddhist monks have mainly taught worship of buddhas and bodhisattvas for worldly benefit; doing good and avoiding evil to be reborn in heaven rather than hell; and ancestor worship through funerals, memorial services, and other ceremonies.


Is it fair to call all these activities superstitions? Some priests in traditional Buddhist institutions, as well as some scholars of religion and cultural anthropology, wouldn’t agree with Uchiyama Roshi. But Sawaki Roshi and Uchiyama Roshi are speaking from the “homeless” practitioner’s perspective, which has nothing to do with religious institutions or ordinary religious culture. For them, shukyo simply means to study, practice, and live the fundamental truth. Even when they’re respected, such people have often been considered outsiders within religious institutions. For example, Rev. Reirin Yamada, a former president of Komazawa University who later became abbot of Eiheiji monastery said, “Sawaki Roshi was a respectable Zen master. But because he spoke ill of Buddhist priests, I didn’t like him.”


“Having finally returned to a true way of life” is a translation of Sawaki Roshi’s expression ikituku tokoro e ikituita jinsei, or “the way of life having reached where we should reach.” Since this is unique wording, it’s difficult to translate. Uchiyama Roshi fully discusses this expression in an essay toward the end of this book, “Kodo Sawaki Roshi’s Zazen.” When he first listened to Sawaki Roshi’s lectures, Uchiyama Roshi thought this was the essential point of Sawaki Roshi’s teaching. The expression conveys Sawaki Roshi’s understanding of Dogen Zenji’s teaching that “we take refuge in Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha because these three are the place we finally return.” I think this expression also has the connotation of paramita, perfection, or crossing the boundary between samsara and nirvana. We practice not to get somewhere better. We practice here and now, transcending the distinction between samsara and nirvana.


This expression is also associated with the Lotus Sutra parable of a rich father and his poor son. The son left home when young and wandered here and there seeking clothing and food, sometimes receiving, sometimes not. Sawaki Roshi considers our makeshift way of life in samsara like the destitute son’s wandering. To practice zazen is to return to our true home and settle there.


It’s important to consider this chapter and the previous one together. Sawaki Roshi’s way of life was without a fixed home, yet his attitude toward life was resolute. He said, “I don’t grow rice, I don’t compose poems; I know what I do.”





3.    



[image: image]


What Is Efficiency For?
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KODO SAWAKI:


Some students cheat in preparatory schools so they can get into college. But such students will also need to cheat to pass their university entrance exams. The degree of their stupidity is twisted and perverse; it’s ridiculously blind. However, our entire world today is engaged in the same kind of stupidity.
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KOSHO UCHIYAMA:


All human beings are very short-sighted at certain points. Because a luxury car is a symbol of wealth, some people borrow large amounts of money to buy such cars. To help his corrupt boss rise, a faithful lackey will take blame for him even if it means going to jail. We tend to do things without understanding why we’re doing them or which direction we want to go. Not only a few individuals: the whole world in this age puts primary emphasis on increasing efficiency in every area of life. But where are we going, and what’s the goal of all these attempts? No matter how much we speed up everything and work more efficiently, unless we choose the right direction, what’s the difference between human beings and maggots that automatically start wriggling in spring? The Chinese character for “working” [image: image][image: image] is different from “moving” [image: image][image: image]. The left side of the character for “human” [image: image][image: image] must be added to transform random movements into work.


It’s true that science and technology have greatly developed. But this is nothing more than just that: the development of science and technology. We need to make a clear distinction between material development and human progress. We should rethink what is true progress for human beings in its deepest meaning.
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KODO SAWAKI:


Because of developments in transportation, we feel planet Earth is getting smaller and smaller. But where are we going in our speedy cars? We play pinball; we gamble. We move so fast simply to do wasteful things.


“I sat up all night playing mah-jong.” Some people take vitamins so they can overdo, almost tearfully, with red eyes.
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SHOHAKU OKUMURA:


Sawaki Roshi’s comment about cheating in preparatory schools is probably a joke. As a professor at Komazawa University for almost thirty years, he knew the students and the system very well. In Japan the educational system was and still is very competitive. It’s difficult to enter prestigious universities; this was especially true while the baby boomers were coming of age in the 1960s and ’70s. Many students who failed to enter universities had to attend preparatory schools to train to retake the entrance exams the next year. They studied merely to pass these exams and often took practice tests. Sawaki Roshi says that some students cheated on these mock exams, even though good scores on these tests meant nothing for their success on the real exams. They were driven to cheat by their competitive minds, thinking only of the test in front of them and not seeing that the score didn’t even matter. This is an example of extremely nearsighted activity.


In the 1960s, some people began to realize that materialism based on mass production and consumption might be as much of a threat to human existence as the Cold War and nuclear weapons. But half a century after Sawaki Roshi and Uchiyama Roshi warned that we need to change the direction of civilization and understand what progress means for human beings, we’re still puzzled. Many people now agree we need to make changes, but it seems we don’t know how yet.


After Japan’s earthquake of March 2011, people have been rethinking the relationship between human beings and nature, and the way we live. We recognize how small and weak we are compared to the power of nature. And yet, we tend to think we own this planet and we can do anything we want to make our lives more prosperous, comfortable, and enjoyable. One of the Buddha’s important teachings is to scale down our desires and know how much is enough. I discuss this further in chapter 33.
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Seeing with Fresh Eyes
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KODO SAWAKI:


When you steal other people’s belongings, you become a thief. This is very simple and clear. But people today think one becomes a criminal only after being arrested by a policeman, investigated by a prosecutor, sentenced by a judge, and confined in a prison. Therefore, corrupt politicians think they are men of virtue and skill if they can cover up their deeds and escape getting caught. They are heavily influenced by “group stupidity.”


Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Genghis Khan were nothing other than great thieves. Hitler and Mussolini were greater robbers than the legendary thieves Ishikawa Goemon and Tenichibo. Although these dictators operated on a much larger scale, they were not fundamentally different from Kunisada Chuji, who said, “Let’s go as far as we can, no matter what.” And yet the henchmen of thieves think their bosses are respected.


We’re always falling into ruts. Politicians and their followers, many schoolteachers, and opinion leaders work hard to manipulate people into biased, habitual ways of thinking. The ways we’re distorted are subtle, deliberate, and complicated. When we’re liberated from this distortion, we will find the true wisdom of Buddhism.
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KOSHO UCHIYAMA:


Japanese today are forced to be stupid. Sawaki Roshi called it “group stupidity.” It would be fine if prime ministers and other political, economic, and cultural leaders were truly esteemed people. But it’s a problem if they’re powerful only within the framework of conventional distortion. Buddhadharma is a religion that allows practitioners to open clear and fresh eyes, unimpaired by habitual ways of thinking. To clarify the warped and deadly situation in Japanese politics, each and every one of us must open our eyes and criticize current conditions. Buddhism in its true meaning must be a living teaching in these times.
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SHOHAKU OKUMURA:


“Group stupidity” is one of the important expressions coined by Sawaki Roshi. Uchiyama Roshi discusses this symptom of mass society in chapters 11 through 17. Because of the development of mass media—television, newspapers, magazines, and the internet—we’re manipulated and controlled by other people’s opinions without even knowing it. Although this is better than a dictatorship in which no one can express their opinions, it has its own dangers.


Ishikawa Goemon (1558–94) was a famous thief during the Azuchi-Momoyama period. Tenichibo (1699–1729) lied that he was a son of the shogun and recruited unemployed samurai, saying that he would become a lord. He was executed by the government. Kunisada Chuji (1810–50) was a gambler. He killed many people to gain power in the world of outlaws. In Japanese stories and movies, these criminals are sometimes considered heroes, but Sawaki Roshi considered them examples of ego-centered ways of life. They stole, deceived, and fought for their own profit. Sawaki Roshi compared these small-time crooks with world leaders, because while many people worship dictators as heroes, such figures merely occupy positions of power. We can consider Shakyamuni and other Buddhist masters as examples of an opposite kind of hero, who renounced wealth, power, and privilege for the sake of the Dharma.
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