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A MODERN CLASSIC
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— Gerry Shishin Wick, author of


The Book of Equanimity
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FOREWORD


The Raven’s Sources


Zen Master Raven belongs, in a quirky sort of way, to a thousand-year-old literary tradition within the immense archives of Ch’an and Zen writings. Called yü-lu in Chinese or goroku in Japanese, such texts present themselves as life histories of great masters but ignore virtually all that contemporary biographies emphasize, reporting nothing of their subjects’ childhood traumas, mature personalities, family conflicts, social stature, tastes, politics, or peccadilloes and seldom even describing their looks or habits. Instead, these accounts confine themselves almost exclusively to brief, freestanding dialogues (thus the term yü-lu, “discourse records”) that the masters are purported to have had in the course of their careers.


I say “purported” since scholarship shows that, with very rare exceptions, few of the early records appeared until decades, often centuries, after their subjects had died and bear telltale signs of being cobbled together, if not altogether invented, in order to buff up the reputations of the ancestral teachers and boost the fortunes of their living successors. Nonetheless, generation upon generation of practitioners have held those yü-lu in the highest esteem, as documents truly exemplifying the masters’ teachings and as standards of awakening. From them, especially the ones attributed to famous figures like Ma-tsu (Baso), Tung-shan (Tōzan), Yun-men (Unmon), Huang-po (Ōbaku), Chao-chou (Jōshū), and Lin-chi (Rinzai), come virtually all the classical kōans studied in Zen circles and now known far and wide.


In adopting the yü-lu format for his book, Robert Aitken — Aitken Rōshi, as he was fondly known to his students — laid unequivocal claim to this heritage, yet by setting it in the forest and assigning its dialogues to birds and beasts, at the same time he opened up an ironic and humorous distance from Zen tradition. Clearly he wanted it both ways, and I advise you to read it both ways: simultaneously as a serious record of his six decades practicing and eventually teaching Zen and as a lark, a merry improvisation by an old man living in retirement, entertaining himself and fully intending to entertain others as he set forth the path of liberation. The subtitle he gave the first edition neatly suited and signaled his thoroughly and happily mixed purposes: Sayings and Doings of a Wise Bird. See the gleam in his eye?


As a collaborator in the book’s preparation, I know for certain that Aitken Rōshi incorporated into its pages exchanges (J., mondō, “questions-and-answers”) that he’d had with others over the years. Certainly he edited the repartee as he transferred it from lips to beak or muzzle, masking the participants’ identities and exercising poetic license to sharpen a point or improve phrasing. Some of Raven’s snappy comebacks undoubtedly qualify as afterthoughts, too, and Aitken Rōshi may have dreamt up whole dialogues on his own. All the same, Zen Master Raven unquestionably deserves classification as a true discourse record. While obviously forgoing any pretense of strict factuality, it faithfully presents the substance of Aitken Rōshi’s teaching and preserves the kind of direct give-and-take that he achieved with students at his best and that he considered crucial to Zen tradition. At the least, since every word of it came from his own hand, its origins are far more certifiable than the origins of records attributed to foundational Chinese masters.


As fresh and cohesive as its prose became, the book had a complex, two-decade-long process of gestation and development. Raven Rōshi himself didn’t spring to life fully fledged; in fact he didn’t even begin life as bird. Initially, Aitken Rōshi tried out wily Coyote as his animal alter ego, writing under the inspiration of Native American tales he’d heard during visits to Ring of Bone Zendo in the Sierra Nevada foothills. The first five dialogues to appear in print he billed as “Excerpts from Coyote Rōshi Goroku” and published in a 1982 issue of the San Francisco literary magazine Coyote’s Journal. But these carry not a whiff of wild dog. Coyote seems merely to have lent his name to a two-legged Zen master easily identifiable as the author:






Everybody knows how Coyote Rōshi loves to collect Buddhist images. Once a disciple of Rajneesh wrote to him, saying, “You are always looking for wooden Buddhas. You should come to India and meet a living Buddha.”


Coyote mentioned this letter to his students and remarked, “Living Buddhas are all over the place, but a good wooden Buddha is hard to find.”








The other four exchanges in this sequence are similarly spare, lacking details to situate them in the forest and naming no animals besides Coyote. People close to Aitken Rōshi recognized some of the humans represented, including the former member of the Maui Zendo community who’d urged him to go to India and meet Rajneesh.


Seventeen years later, retired to an airy, oceanside home on the island of Hawai‘i, Aitken Rōshi returned to the idea of writing up his record in Coyote-ized form, thinking it might plausibly expand to book length. As the work progressed, he began to introduce a few additional animal characters, notably a certain Dingo Rōshi, playing the important part of Coyote’s principal teacher. In August 1999, debuting a selection of the dialogues in a quarterly miscellany of his recent news and writings, Aitken Rōshi described it as “a whimsy” and called it “Sayings and Doings of Zen Master Coyote.” The seeking-Buddhas story remained intact except that the real-life Rajneesh had morphed into Rhino Rōshi. (When the book came out, a further revision made him Yogi Rhino.)


Meanwhile, Aitken Rōshi had sent the full manuscript to Gary Snyder, celebrated writer and founder of Ring of Bone Zendo, hoping that he’d provide an introduction for this new book, as he had for the earlier Taking the Path of Zen. In a postcard, declining, Snyder remarked, “Good luck with Coyote — he’s tricky.” Failing to register this caution or at least to heed it, for several more months Aitken Rōshi continued to circulate cases that featured Coyote as his stand-in. It became clear that he’d identified with just one aspect of Coyote’s multifaceted persona — his knack for sly, often hilarious subversion of human preoccupations — while overlooking other qualities that made him a problematic proxy in the Zen woods. Coyote might have been an apt choice for a forthrightly unconventional figure like the fifteenth-century master Ikkyū, but for a proper gentleman like Aitken Rōshi, he made a poor fit.


In early 2000, abandoning Coyote as his mouthpiece, Aitken Rōshi picked Raven from a list of possible alternatives and set to work, with swiftly growing enthusiasm, to develop his personality and conjure other members of what soon became the Tallspruce Community. Here the record gained a further sort of authenticity, as the creative process stimulated Aitken Rōshi’s memory of talking creatures he’d come to know over his many years of ardent reading. Aesop’s fables, the Grimms’ fairy tales, Wind in the Willows, Alice in Wonderland, Uncle Remus stories, Charlotte’s Web, the rollicking Chinese Buddhist novel Monkey — these and other sources inspired his growing band of animal characters. So did Japanese ink paintings of well-attired frogs and rabbits, caricaturing priests and samurai, and a Tibetan Buddhist text he learned of only as he worked, The Buddha’s Law Among the Birds, in which Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, assumes the form of a cuckoo to instruct other birds in the Dharma. As the manuscript swelled with life, his writing grew frisky, and the forest population clarified, shedding species incongruous in a North American mix. Move over, Dingo Rōshi — here comes Brown Bear!


Reactions to the new work varied considerably. Aitken Rōshi’s local students and visitors chuckled over the emerging stories and equally, perhaps, over their old teacher’s boyish delight in sharing them. His son Tom, a next-door neighbor and school counselor, surprised him by greeting the book-in-progress with unusual excitement, predicting that it would come to be regarded as his “enduring legacy.” Similarly impressed, Sam Shapiro, a professor of psychology at the University of Hawai‘i, sought and received permission to run a sizable group of the Tallspruce tales in the 2000 issue of the International Journal of Transpersonal Studies. (There for the first time, at Shapiro’s suggestion, each dialogue bore its own heading, while the excerpts as a whole carried the title “Sayings and Doings of Zen Master Raven: A Fable in Progress.”) Yet overshadowing this favorable reception was the response most important to Aitken Rōshi: Zen student, longtime friend, deeply trusted literary advisor, and publisher Jack Shoemaker rejected the manuscript.


Shoemaker’s refusal of an earlier project had put an end to it for good, but this time, fortunately, other voices prevailed. Although discouraged, Aitken Rōshi asked his agent to shop the book around, and it was quickly picked up by Tuttle Publishing, a firm with considerable experience handling books related to Japanese culture, including two beloved volumes by Aitken Rōshi’s first Zen teacher, Nyogen Senzaki. Tuttle management had the good sense to approve the witty and beautiful artwork that Jennifer Rain Crosby supplied to complement the text, and in 2002 Zen Master Raven at last took flight.


Its idiosyncratic blend of incisive Zen teaching and playfulness won the book a devoted audience. How many copies of the first edition Tuttle sold I don’t know, but I do know readers who return to it year after year and a few who actually started practicing Zen at the instigation of its wise old bird. Of the fourteen titles Aitken Rōshi authored or coauthored before his death in 2010, at the age of ninety-three, I’m aware of none that’s elicited as many translations. Today, Raven croaks in at least four languages — Spanish, Swedish, Dutch, and German. I’m happy to imagine that this second English edition, from Wisdom Publications, enhanced by additional artwork from Jennifer Crosby, will enable him to stay aloft for generations to come and perhaps ride the winds to other distant lands.


Hee-Jin Kim, a distinguished scholar of the life and writings of Dōgen Zenji, has forecast a remarkable future for Zen Master Raven. In a public endorsement he wrote, “Most certainly, many of these stories will someday in the future be incorporated into the anthologies of home-grown American koans.” This generous appraisal may not hold, of course. Only time will tell whether American Zen has the vitality and staying power to produce genuine kōan collections and, if so, whether Aitken Rōshi’s mondō will find any place in them. Dr. Kim’s comment reminds us that these dialogues are kōan candidates, at the most — but even that is high praise.


Zen Master Raven dives from his branch in the Assembly Oak, eyes ablaze.


NELSON FOSTER is a Dharma heir of Aitken Rōshi and succeeded him as second master of the Honolulu Diamond Sangha in 1997. Today, he teaches mainly at Ring of Bone Zendo, conducting annual sesshin also for the East Rock Sangha and the Maui Zendo. He edited several of Aitken Rōshi’s books and served as principal compiler and author (with Jack Shoemaker) of The Roaring Stream: A New Zen Reader.
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