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Foreword

Since the eighth century, Zen and Nyingma have shared many

similarities in both philosophy and meditation practice. So I

am very happy that Dharma Publishing and the College of

Oriental Studies can now mutually work together to make

available these basic Buddhist teachings.

Proper instructions and guidance are essential to reveal the

Buddha nature within us. This Buddha nature is like a raw

diamond. The cleaning, cutting and polishing is like the

Buddha's methods. By learning to use the proper method at

the proper time, we can transform all our difficulties and

problems into the means for realizing our Buddha nature.

To receive the teachings we should begin with an open

mind and listen carefully, ready to investigate all possibilities.

The more we examine, the more we can verify the teachings

through our own experience. But self-understanding is not just

intellectual. When the teachings are truly understood, there is
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little difference between meditation and all other activities.

The teachings and our experience become the same.

The Buddhadharma is open to everyone as it is not separate

from one's own mind. Zen Philosophy, Zen Practice will be a

valuable guide for all those who sincerely wish to discover this

mind-nature for themselves.

Tarthang Tulku

Founder of the Tibetan Nyingma

Meditation Center and the

Nyingma Institute, Berkeley, California
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Preface

In the history of mankind, if there is any time when we should

revise the famous saying of Kipling about the East and the

West, that time is now. The saying that would result from

such a revision might read: "East is East and West is West,

and for the peace of mankind and the world both must un-

derstand one another." This mutual exchange of understand-

ing is already in progress. While Western civilization and

technology are now penetrating the East, at the same time an

increasing number of people in the West are beginning to look

with interest at the civilization of the East. The focus of this

interest is Eastern religion, and especially those techniques of

self-awareness and self-realization which form its essence. One

of these forms of religious practice is Zen Buddhism, a spiritual

discipline which has existed for over a thousand years in the

East and which may be taken to represent the apex of Asian

spirituality.
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The aim of this book is to present the basic teach-

ings and techniques of Zen Buddhism to man in the West.

Its approach, however, is not academic and scholastic but prac-

tical: to guide the expanding interest of Westerners in Zen

Buddhism towards easy understanding and easy practice. The

text itself was developed from a series of lectures I gave

during 1972 and 1973 at the International Buddhist Meditation

Center, the College of Oriental Studies, Graduate School, in

Los Angeles and at the University of California in Los Angeles.

The original motivation to transcribe and publish these lec-

tures in book form was the request of the Center's members,

students and friends who wished to have ready access to them,

as well as to make them available to those who had not been

able to attend the lectures themselves.

The book consists of fourteen chapters, each of which was

first given as a public lecture. Because of this format, general

ideas and the basics of understanding are emphasized. Follow-

ing each lecture is a different method of practice used in Zen

Buddhism. The purpose of this added feature is to give each

reader the opportunity to fully experience Zen practice for

himself and to choose from a variety of methods of practice

that technique he finds most effective for himself. The ap-

proach to Zen taken in these lectures is non-sectarian. If the

three existing Zen schools in Japan and the five branches of

Chinese Zen all originate from Hui-Neng, the Sixth Patriarch

of Zen Buddhism in China, and if further, the different schools

of Buddhism all spring from the Buddha and the Patriarchs,

what reason is there to harp on sectarian differences? In my
own experience, which includes training in Buddhist monas-

teries and Zen temples from the time I was fourteen years old,

all these different schools, sects and methods lead to the same

goal: the discovery of one's true nature, the attainment of
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enlightenment and the realization of Nirvana. With this in

mind, the different chapters present the various teachings and

practices of Zen Buddhism as alternative routes leading to

this goal.

Here I would like to express my sincere thanks to Rev. Dr.

Bodhi, former lecturer in philosophy at California State Uni-

versity at Fullerton and assistant director of the International

Buddhist Meditation Center, for the time he spent correcting

the language of these lectures and editing them into their

present form. His tremendous background of knowledge and

experience in Buddhism has made them more enjoyable and

easier to read. I would also like to express my gratitude to

my friends Dr. Edward Wortz and Dr. David Nowlis for

reading the manuscript and making many valuable sugges-

tions, and to Vimala Nowlis and Cate Mann for the typing and

proofreading. In addition, I would like to thank Rev. Karuna

Dharma, secretary of the College and Meditation Center, for

her photography and final editing of the manuscript. Finally, I

wish to express my deep thanks to those friends and students of

the Meditation Center and of the College who encouraged me

in these lectures and suggested their development into book

form.

As the title of the work indicates, I hope this book will give

newcomers to Zen Buddhism a general overview of the central

concepts of Zen philosophy and the rudiments of Zen practice.

From this, I hope their interest will grow and their practice

deepen so that they may find the true meaning of life and true

peace for themselves and others. May all attain the eternal

peace-Nirvana.

Thich Thien-An

Los Angeles, Spring 1975



The BuddM
and the Origins of Zen

Sometimes people who are new to the study of Zen Buddhism

arrive with the idea that Zen and Buddhism are two different

things. Some, in fact, even ask what the difference is between

Buddhism and Zen. The answer to this question is that Zen

and Buddhism are not different. Zen is one method or school

of Buddhism, and those who practice according to this method

regard it as the very essence of Buddhism. Therefore, when we
use the term Buddhism, it is to refer to the religious tradition

stemming from the teaching of the Buddha as a whole; when

we use the term Zen, it is to refer to a school or method of

meditation within that tradition. But we cannot take the

Buddhism out of Zen without it ceasing to be Zen, just as we

cannot take the chlorine out of salt without it ceasing to be

salt. It is also commonly believed that Zen Buddhism is a

religious phenomenon peculiar to Japan. This is especially the

case with many in the Western world who first learned about

Zen through the work of the great Japanese scholar D. T.
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Suzuki. But while Zen may truly be the flower of Japanese

civilization, the Zen school of Buddhism has not been confined

to Japan but has flourished in other countries as well. Its

origins go back to India, and to follow its history would lead

us through China, Korea and Vietnam. The Japanese word

"Zen" is, in fact, a Japanese rendering of the Chinese word

"Ch'an," and this in turn is an attempt at a phonetic rendering

of the Sanskrit word "Dhyana," which means meditation or

contemplation. In Vietnam we use a similar word "Thien."

The pronunciation differs from country to country, but the

method is the same: the method of meditation and contem-

plation, the method of keeping the mind calm and quiet, the

method of self-realization and discovering that the true nature

is, in fact, nothing less than the Buddha nature.

Some may ask who is the founder of Zen Buddhism. When
we seek for the founder of Zen Buddhism, we must go back a

long way, past the Japanese Zen masters, the Chinese Ch'an

masters and the patriarchs, even past Bodhidharma, right back

to the Buddha himself. The founder of Buddhism and the

founder of Zen Buddhism are one and the same, for the

fountainhead of both is the enlightenment experience of the

Buddha. Therefore, we would like to introduce Zen Buddhism

by speaking a little about the Buddha, his life, his character and

his accomplishments. Much has already been written about the

biographical details of the Buddha's life, so we will not deal

with these so much as with the significance of that life for our

own present-day world.

The word "Buddha" is not a proper name but a title

meaning "Enlightened One" or "Awakened One." The man

who was to be called the Buddha was not born enlightened,

but like us, unenlightened; it was only later, after his Enlight-

enment, that he came to be called Sakyamuni Buddha, the

Enlightened One of the Sakya clan. His given name was
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Siddhartha Gautama, and he was born a prince, the son of a

king in the northeastern part of India. Though he was destined

to become ruler of that kingdom himself, as he reached ma-

turity the young prince grew disillusioned with his lot. For he

saw that all living beings were subject to suffering- to the

suffering of birth, sickness, old age and death-and moved by

compassion, he wished to be able to relieve their suffering. In

his moments of deep reflection he thought: "If I continue as a

prince and become king in the future, I may be able to win

some measure of happiness for myself and for those around me.

But how can I help all beings find happiness.^ How can I save

all beings from suffering? There must be a way, and I am
determined to find it." So thinking, he left his palace, wandered

beyond the farthest bounds of his kingdom and went deep

into the mountains seeking the way to deliverance from suf-

fering, not for himself alone but for all beings.

Such a move on the part of the prince was not easy. It called

for great courage and adamantine determination to renounce

his right to the throne, to give up everything in order to roam

in the forest clothed in rags, feeding on alms and meditating

without cessation. It may not be so difficult for some of us to

give up a little ease and comfort to practice Zen, or even to

leave home to become a Zen monk or nun. But for a man in

a high position, such as a king or prince or president or

governor, to give up everything for the unknown in order to

seek the happiness and welfare of others— that is not easy at all.

Perhaps it is the most difiicult task in the world. But this is

what the young prince Siddhartha did. He left behind his wife,

his child and his wealth, renounced all the promised power and

glory that were to be his in order to meditate in solitude far

from the haunts of men. We may at this point ask: ''Why

should he do that?" The answer is: his great compassion. What
led him to make such sacrifices time and time again was his
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great compassion, his boundless sympathy with the sufferings

of others and his determination to find a way out of suffering

that all could tread. It is, above all, for his great compassion that

we love and admire the Buddha, for it was this compassion that

stood behind all his sacrifices and all his achievements.

After leaving his palace, the future Buddha sought out

famous yoga masters for instruction and practiced with great

vigor the forms of yoga meditation they taught him. But

though he practiced very hard, still he did not succeed in

finding the higher realization he was searching for, the reali-

zation of Nirvana. He achieved many lofty spiritual states,

states of consciousness far beyond the limits ordinarily known

to men. But he realized that they were not yet the ultimate,

that however exalted they may have been, they still fell short of

the highest goal: Enlightenment and Nirvana. So he turned to

another method popular among truth-seekers in ancient India,

the method of extreme asceticism and self-mortification. For

six years he starved and tortured his mind and body, but these

practices brought him not to peace, but to the edge of death.

Then one day he thought to himself: "For the last six years

I have practiced yoga meditation and asceticism, seeking the

truth outside myself But I have failed and have not obtained

the goal. Maybe that goal, that reality. Nirvana, is not outside

but inside." Accordingly, he gave up the search for Nirvana

as something to be obtained from outside and turned his

contemplation within, seeking the truth in himself. He left his

yoga teachers and ascetic friends, went off by himself, sat

beneath a tree and began practicing meditation in a new way,

"not seeking truth from the outside but inside." So strong was

his determination that he vowed: "If I do not succeed in this

way, I will not get up from this place." He practiced this

inward way for forty-nine days until suddenly he experienced
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enlightenment and became the Buddha, the Enlightened One.

By turning inward upon himself, he discovered his true nature,

or Buddha nature, and became a Buddha. This marked the

origin of Zen Buddhism.

The distinctive feature of the Buddha's practice at the time

of his enlightenment was his inner search. This is the method

of Zen Buddhism and indicates just where it differs from other

religions and spiritual practices. Most other religions place a

supreme God above man and then ask that he pray to God and

worship him, implying that reality is to be sought externally.

The way of Zen is very different, for Zen holds that reality is to

be gotten hold of, not externally, but inwardly. The truth is to

be found in our own nature and nowhere else. Every living

being has within himself the Buddha nature, the principle of

enlightenment. To become a Buddha is simply to discover this

Buddha nature, always present within, eternally shining. It is

like the moon and sun. The moon and sun continually shine

and give forth light, but when the clouds cover them, we

cannot see the moonlight or sunshine. The goal is to elimi-

nate the clouds, for when they fly away, we can once again see

the light. In the same way, we always have within ourselves the

nature of Buddha, but when our desires and attachments cover

it up, it does not appear. Because our minds are constantly

occupied with wayward thoughts— thoughts of worry and of

happiness, of hatred and anger, of friend and foe-we cannot

discover the Buddha nature within. But when we do discover

it, it is not new at all. When this happens, then there is no

difference between us and the Buddha. The Buddha was not a

god or any kind of supernatural being. Like us, he was born a

man. The difference between the Buddha and an ordinary man

is simply that the former has awakened to his Buddha nature

while the latter is still deluded about it. However, whether we
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are awakened or deluded, the Buddha nature is equally present

in all beings, and therefore beings even in the thickest state of

delusion still have the potential to become Buddhas.

Because all beings have the potential to become enlight-

ened, they may be considered as future Buddhas and, in their

deepest nature, as Buddhas already. Therefore, when we greet

each other in a Buddhist temple or Zen monastery, we do not

shake hands, but join our palms together to pay respect to each

other. Why do we do this.'^ We do this because the people we

meet are potential Buddhas. Spiritually, beneath the outward

differences of color, race, sex or nationality, everybody is equal,

for everybody has the Buddha nature. When he attained en-

lightenment, the Buddha realized that the Buddha nature is

equally present in all living beings. Thus he taught throughout

his life that all beings are fundamentally the same and should

be treated equally without discrimination. He opposed the

caste-system which prevailed in the Indian society of his day,

which divided men into rigid groups on the basis of artificial

distinctions. He taught that, "Just as the waters of the great

rivers, on reaching the mighty ocean, abandon their former

names and go by the name of just 'ocean', so men of the four

castes- the nobles, brahmins, the merchants and the serfs- on

joining the Buddhist community, abandon their former lineage

and become known as just Buddhists." Against this oppressive

caste-system, the Buddha proclaimed the equality of men -the

equality between man and man, and also between man and

Buddha.

We all work very hard each day. Some seek money, others

seek fame, still others seek power and pleasure and luxury. But

though we fill our day with labor and toil, seldom do we do any

work on ourselves. It is only at rare intervals that we turn from

our concern with the outside world to reflect upon the light of

awareness inwardly. By practicing Zen we seek to turn within
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and discover our true nature. We do not look above, we do not

look below, we do not look to the east or west or to the north

or south; we look into ourselves, for within ourselves and there

alone is the center upon which the whole universe turns. This

is the way of Zen first proclaimed by Sakyamuni Buddha more

than 2500 years ago.

But the Zen method of self-analysis, self-reflection and

self-discovery should never be taken to imply that we are to

shut ourselves off from communion with our fellow men. To
follow the way of Zen is not to become isolated in a cage or

cell, but to become free and open in our relations with our

fellow beings. The search for self-realization always has as its

counterpart the development of a new way of relating to

others, a way imbued with compassion, love and sympathy

with all that live. And the attainment of self-realization always

has as its outcome the spontaneous flowering of this new

attitude. Thus we see in the life of Sakyamuni Buddha that

before his Enlightenment he vowed to deliver all sentient be-

ings from suffering; and after his Enlightenment, he did not

keep his realization to himself, but for forty-nine years walked

the dusty roads of India proclaiming his doctrine, the Dharma,

founding the Sangha, or brotherhood of monks, and working

very hard to teach and transform living beings.

Compassion and loving-kindness are of the utmost im-

portance for men, for despite our strivings towards self-suffi-

ciency, it remains a fact that men need one another. No man is

an island. An island can exist alone in the sea, but a man cannot

live alone. We need each other, and we must come to regard

one another as friends and helpers whom we can look toward

for mutual support. All men, as the doctrine of rebirth implies,

are really brothers to each other, literally members of the same

family, for in the repeated round of rebirth there is not one

man or woman who has not at some time in the past been our
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of Sarnsara.

father or mother, our sister or brother. Therefore we must learn

to love each other, to respect each other, to protect each other

and to give to the other what we would have for ourselves. To

practice Zen Buddhism is to train oneself to eliminate hatred,

anger and selfishness and to develop loving-kindness towards

all. We have our physical bodies and our own lives, but still we
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can live in harmony with each other and help each other to the

best of our ability. Ifwe are not happy when we see others, they

will also feel unhappy, but if we are happy, they will share that

happiness with us.

Our lives are inseparably linked together. Whatever we do

affects others and rebounds upon ourselves. Love evokes love,

hatred evokes hatred. Therefore an ancient Buddhist text says:

"Hatred does not cease by hatred, hatred ceases only by love."

This means that we cannot use hatred to stop hatred; we must

use love. We cannot use war to stop war; we must use love and

mutual respect. For it is only love, silent and patient love, that

can open the gates to peace.

By its spirit of love and universal compassion. Buddhism

spread peacefully from its original home in India to diverse

parts of the world. In Buddhism there are two traditional

schools, the Theravada (or Hinayana) and the Mahayana.

Theravada Buddhism flourishes in Ceylon, Burma, Thailand,

Laos and Cambodia- the countries of Southeast Asia. The

other tradition, known as Mahayana Buddhism, has been prac-

ticed in Tibet, China, Japan, Korea, Mongolia and Vietnam.

In the present century Buddhism has spread from Asia to

the Western world,* including the United States, where many

have begun to study and practice its teachings. The Buddhist

school that has proved most attractive thus far to Western man

is Zen Buddhism, which belongs to the Mahayana tradition of

Buddhism. Why is this? Primarily because Western man has

seen the great practical value of Zen Buddhism, the great

contribution the Zen method can make to his daily life. West-

em man is always busy, always active, his whole attention

riveted outward upon the task of conquering and mastering

the external world. Zen meditation helps him free his mind

from this excessive occupation with outward things and lets

him enjoy the true rest and quiet that comes from within.
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Another reason why Zen appeals to Western man lies, perhaps,

in the challenge it presents to his intellect, a challenge which

invites further investigation and actual practice. Western man

is very intellectual, and Zen presents a philosophy profound

enough to meet the demands of his intellect. Man tends by

nature to be lazy. Most people would rather go to church to

pray to some supreme being for salvation than work out their

salvation by themselves. But Zen does not allow such a

shrugging off of the work: it demands that its followers

think. We ask: ''What am I? What is the meaning of life?

What is the purpose of life.^ What is my true self?" Zen

does not give us ready-made answers to these questions, but it

shows us the method by which we can answer these questions

for ourselves: the method of meditation.

Up to now, many people in the West have tended to

misunderstand the meaning of practicing meditation. Perhaps

when some of our friends see us sitting in meditation, they

ask us why we are wasting our time. To them meditation is

meaningless. But to us who practice meditation, it is an es-

sential and very meaningful part of our lives. All day long,

every day of the week, every week of the month, every month

of the year, we work at our business or occupation. To give

balance to our lives it is necessary to sit quietly, to learn to

accept and experience rather than to control, to look within

rather than without. When we work during the daytime, we

usually do not work for an inner goal but for something

external to ourselves. We work because we want money, and

we want money because we want a better and more comfort-

able life. But when we sit in meditation, it is not for any materi-

al goal, but to realize the true meaning of life-to discover our

true self. What is the true self? What is the purpose oflife? These

questions require intelligent understanding. Therefore, most

of the people who come to Zen Buddhism are intelligent, not

necessarily in the sense that they hold a high degree, but in the
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sense that they are able and willing to do the kind of intellec-

tual and spiritual work that Zen demands from those who

would follow its way. For the way of Zen is not the way of

prayer and worship but the way of meditation. This is some-

thing we have to practice ourselves; there is nobody that can

do the work for us.

Why do we have to meditate? According to Buddhism, our

mind behaves like a monkey, restless and always jumping; it is

therefore called a ''monkey-mind." Through meditation we try

to keep that monkey-mind still, to keep it calm and quiet and

pure. When our mind is still, we realize that the Buddha is

inside us, that the whole universe is inside us and that our true

nature is one with the Buddha nature. So the most important

task is to keep our minds quiet, a task which may be simple to

understand but is not simple to practice. Yet practice is all

important; knowing by itself is nothing—doing is of more

value. The method of Zen is the scientific method: we learn by

doing, by our own experience.

Method of Practice

To fully experience the benefit of meditation it is best to

practice in a quiet place with a congenial atmosphere, such as a

meditation center or in a quiet, secluded area of the home. The

quality of meditation is strongly influenced by the environ-

ment. While meditating, it is best to have a soft light or

candles, incense burning, and some fresh flowers tastefully

arranged about a small altar.

The first thing to learn in practicing meditation is the

proper posture. Strictly speaking, Zen meditation has nothing

to do with any particular posture. At its highest level, medita-

tion is to be practiced in the midst of all sorts of activities-

standing, walking, studying, working, driving, etc. In the

history of Zen Buddhism many a master attained enlighten-
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ment while washing dishes, cooking, carrying water and col-

lecting fuel. So when it is our turn to wash dishes, we should

not complain. If the mind is kept under control and the adept

remains mindful of what he is doing, even washing dishes can

become a vehicle to self-realization.

However, while we can meditate in any activity, the best

way to control the mind is by the practice of sitting medita-

tion. In the Zen tradition there are two ways of sitting, the

full-lotus and the half-lotus. The full-lotus posture involves

placing each foot across the opposite thigh. The half-lotus

involves placing one foot across the opposite thigh with the

other foot resting upon the ground. If the half-lotus is too

difficult, the beginner may move his foot from his thigh,

placing it directly on the floor in front of the other leg, the

ankles close together. The knees should be spread as far apart as

possible, resting on the floor. Higher cushions will help to lower

the knees to the proper position. If the meditator cannot sit

on the floor, a chair may be used. The most important point in

sitting is to hold the body erect, stable and comfortable. The

meditator must not let the body lean to the right or left,

forward or backward, but he must keep it straight. When the

body is stabilized through the proper posture, the mind too

becomes stable and calm, and with a calm mind the practice of

mental concentration can be undertaken.

Once the body is erect, the hands are placed on the lap, the

left hand on the right palm; both hands lay near the lower

abdomen. The two thumbs should be joined at the top, mak-

ing an empty circle. This circle represents the moon, the

symbol of emptiness, mu. The circle signifies that during medi-

tation while the hands are empty, the mind is also empty.

Nothing is held in the hands, nothing is held in the mind. The

mind is kept empty. A meditator does not think about the past

and the future, does not worry about the external world, but



Members of an advanced Zen class, assuming the traditional formal posture,

begin daily practice.

just sits in meditation, at one with himself here and now. If

meditating alone, the eyes may be kept partially open, looking

downwards at a distance of about three feet. If practice is with

a group, it is best to close the eyes to avoid distraction. The

tongue should be touching the upper part of the mouth to

avoid excessive salivation.

The most important thing in meditation is to keep the

mind under control, so it can return to its natural condition

of calm and quiet. To regulate the mind, the first and most

effective method is awareness of breathing. Breathing in the

Zen tradition differs from yogic breathing, where the medita-

tor breathes deeply and retains the air for long periods of time.

In Zen everything is natural. The sitter just breathes in and out

lightly and naturally, but remains aware of his breathing. He
does not allow his mind to wander here and there. He ties it

down to the here and now of present existence. When he

finishes one cycle of inhalation and exhalation, as he finishes



14 Zen Philosophy, Zen Practice

breathing out he counts one; when he finishes the second cycle,

he counts two; and so on, up to ten. Then he counts back-

wards from ten down to one. This method is very simple, but it

is not easy to practice. As we practice, many times we will find

that the mind is drifting away from its object. We may find

ourselves counting: "One, what time is it? Two, what am I

going to do tomorrow.'^ Three, what is the best way to go home

tonight? etc." When the mind drifts, the sitter should just let

go of all extraneous thoughts and bring his attention back to

the breathing, just breathing in and out fully aware of what he

is doing. Just counting and breathing- there is nothing more.



Bodhidharma:
The Patriarch from
theWfest
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When looking into the origins of Zen Buddhism, we find that

the real founder of Zen is none other than the Buddha him-

self Through the practice of inward meditation the Buddha

attained Supreme Enlightenment and thereby became the

Awakened One, the Lord of Wisdom and Compassion. For

forty-nine years following his Enlightenment, the Buddha

wandered across the subcontinent of India, proclaiming the

doctrine and teaching the way to deliverance until, at the ripe

age of eighty, he entered Parinirvana, surrounded by his many

disciples. After the Parinirvana, or passing away, of the Bud-

dha, the transmission of his teaching moved in two different

directions. One line of transmission developed into what is

called Theravada or Hinayana Buddhism and travelled south-

ward to Ceylon, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos. The

other developed into what is called Mahayana Buddhism and

travelled northward to Tibet, Nepal, Mongolia, China, Japan,

Korea and Vietnam.
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Zen Buddhism is one of the most important sects of

Mahayana Buddhism. To be sure, Zen did not exist as a

separate sect in India, but the essential element was there: the

practice of meditation as a way to enlightenment, i.e., to the

realization of one's true nature. This transmission of enlighten-

ment went directly back to the Buddha. In the forty-nine

years of his ministry, the Buddha enlightened many people

and had many distinguished disciples. Shortly before entering

into Parinirvana, he transmitted his Mind-Seal, the certification

of enlightenment, to Mahakasyapa, who thereby became the

First Patriarch of Buddhism in general, and of Zen Buddhism

in particular. Mahakasyapa, in turn, before his own passing,

transmitted the Mind-Seal to Ananda, who himself passed

it on to his own chief disciple. Thus, in this way, the Mind

of Enlightenment was transmitted from master to disciple,

generation after generation, through twenty-eight Indian

patriarchs. Then, in the sixth century a.d., the transmission

underwent a new turn: the Mind-Seal was carried from India

to China. The figure responsible for bringing the Mind-

Doctrine to China was an Indian master named Bodhidharma,

the Twenty-eighth Patriarch ofBuddhism in India and the First

Patriarch of Zen Buddhism in China. It is to Bodhidharma and

his message that we turn next.

Buddhism began to spread to the countries neighboring

India at an early time. In the third century B.C., Buddhist

missionaries brought the Buddha's teachings to Ceylon, and

from the beginning of the Christian era onwards, Buddhist

monks began to propagate Buddhism in China. Thus, when

Bodhidharma arrived in China in 520 a.d., Buddhism was

already well established. The scriptures were studied, Buddha-

images created, and monasteries built. The temples were well

attended. Numbers of Chinese men and women became

monks and nuns, and many people earnestly practiced the
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Buddha's teaching in their daily life. Well then, one might ask,

if this was the case, what need was there for Bodhidharma to go

to China? What did he have to give the Chinese that they did

not have already? Bodhidharma had something very special to

give the Chinese. It was not at all like the things the other

Buddhist missionaries brought to China. It was not an image, a

book, a rosary, a robe or a mantra. It could not be touched with

the hands, seen by the eyes, tasted by the mouth or heard by the

ears. In fact, when Bodhidharma arrived in China, he was

completely empty-handed. Now one might think, "Ah, then he

must have brought nothing." This may be right, but if he

brought nothing, it was a very special "nothing." This "noth-

ing" was a message, a message which went thus:

A special transmission outside the scriptures;

No dependence upon words and letters;

Direct pointing at the mind of man;

Seeing into one's nature and the attainment of Buddhahood.

In this message is contained the whole basic philosophy of

Zen Buddhism. Bodhidharma's mission to China and the

"nothing" he brought, transformed the Far East.

Bodhidharma came to China about 520 A.D., a thousand

years after the time of the Buddha. When he arrived. Buddhism

was well established. There were many sincere Chinese Bud-

dhists who understood the doctrine well, generously supported

the religion and cultivated the way with great energy. Never-

theless, something was lacking. What was lacking was the

transmission of the Mind of Enlightenment, the patriarchal

Mind-Seal originally passed from the Buddha to Mahakasyapa.

It was this transmission that Bodhidharma came to deliver

to China.

At the time of his arrival, the ruler of China was Emperor

Wu-Ti of the Liang dynasty. Emperor Wu-Ti was an ardent
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Buddhist, a scholar as well as a supporter and devotee. Through

his contacts with other Buddhist masters, he had come to

understand Buddhist philosophy very well. When he heard that

the great master Bodhidharma had arrived in China, he was

beside himself with delight and promptly invited the master to

his court. The opportunity to see and learn from such a master

was all too rare! When Bodhidharma entered the court, the

Emperor, after paying his proper respects, spoke to the Master

thus: 'Tor a long time I have used my own money to support

many Buddhist temples and ordain many Buddhist monks and

nuns. I have built schools for children and hospitals for the sick

and aged. I have printed many Buddhist texts for free distribu-

tion to the people. I have done so many good things for

Buddhism and for my people. Would you please tell me how

much merit I will get.^" Without a moment's hesitation Bodhi-

dharma answered: "No merit at all." The response struck the

Emperor like a slap. The other masters had all taught him quite

differently. ''Do good," they said, "and you will receive good;

do bad and you will receive bad. Effects follow causes as

shadows follow figures." But now the Emperor thought,

"Though I have done many good things, this master says 'no

merit at all.' " He was perplexed.

Why did Bodhidharma answer the way he did? Perhaps he

wanted to say that if we do good with the desire to gain merits

for ourselves, that is not good. We are not working for the

welfare of others, we are not working to promote the Dharma;

we are working for our own welfare, we are working to promote

ourselves. We might get some worldly merit, but how can we

gain any supramundane merit, merit for Enlightenment or

Nirvana.^ Perhaps this is what Bodhidharma meant to say, but

Bodhidharma was not the kind of man to give long explana-

tions. Therefore, without a moment's hesitation he answered:

"No merit at all."



^

This water color of Bodhidharma, painted by Prof. Ashikaga, former

chairman of the Dept. of Oriental Languages, U. of California at Los

Angeles, was presented to the author when he served as a visiting professor

in 1966. It now hangs in the zendo of the International Buddhist Medita-

tion Center.

The Emperor then asked Bodhidharma another question:

"Would you please tell me, what is the essence of Buddhism?"

Short and sharp the answer came: "No essence at all." The

Emperor was stunned. No essence at all? When he had asked

the other masters this question, they explained, with many

words, arguments, illustrations and proofs, the basic doctrines

of Buddhism. One showed that the doctrine of cause and effect

is the essence of Buddhism, another the theory of karma and

rebirth, another the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Noble

Path, the Bodhisattva ideal, etc. But here is this great, highly-

respected master, and he answers, "No essence at all." Had he

travelled all the way from India to China merely to say this?
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Could this be the meaning of the Patriarch's coming from

the West?

Why did Bodhidharma answer the way he did? Perhaps he

wanted to say that all the teachings in Buddhism are but

methods to be practiced, skillful means or expedients, and that

what constitutes the essence for one man may not be the essence

for another. Perhaps he wanted to say that all phenomena are

conditioned, relative and void, and therefore contain no essence

at all. Or perhaps he wanted to say that the original Mind of

Enlightenment is the All-Illumining Void in which there is

nothing to be grasped and no one to grasp, and therefore no

essence at all. But Bodhidharma was not the kind of man to

waste words. Therefore, short and sharp the answer came: "No
essence at all."

This answer did not please the Emperor. However, he tried

to be patient and asked one more question of Bodhidharma:

"You say that, according to Buddhism, everything is nothing,

that all things have no essence. Well then, who is he that is

talking with me now?" "I do not know." This reply shocked

the Emperor. He lost his patience, dismissed Bodhidharma

from his court and retired to his chambers, his head swirling in

confusion.

Meanwhile, left to himself, Bodhidharma thought: "This

man is a Buddhist scholar, and yet even he could not under-

stand. Perhaps conditions are not yet favorable enough for me

to teach." So he went to the Shao-Lin monastery in the state of

Wei, sat cross-legged before a wall and entered into a deep

state of meditation. He sat like this for nine years, waiting for

conditions to ripen, waiting for someone to appear who would

be capable of receiving the transmission of the wonderful

Buddha Mind, that priceless treasure he had travelled all the

way from India to China to transmit.

For nine years he sat in meditation facing the wall, prac-
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ticing pi-kuan, or "wall-contemplation." He never talked to

anyone; he just sat. Then one day a Chinese monk named

Shen-Kuang (Hui-Ke) approached him and asked for instruc-

tion. Bodhidharma remained silent. A second and third time

the monk asked, a second and third time Bodhidharma re-

mained silent. Again and again the monk begged to be taught,

but still the Master did not budge. Finally, seeing the sincerity

of the monk, he realized that here was a man capable of

receiving the Dharma. He turned to him and said: ''What do

you want from me.^" Kuang replied: "For a long time I have

tried to keep my mind calm and pure by practicing meditation.

But when I meditate, I become bothered by many thoughts

and cannot keep my mind calm. Would you please tell me how
to pacify my mind?" Bodhidharma smiled and answered:

"Bring me that mind, and I will help you pacify it." Kuang

stopped, searched within looking for his mind, and after a time

said: "I am looking for my mind, but I cannot find it."

"There," Bodhidharma declared, "I have already pacified it!"

With these words, Kuang's mad mind suddenly halted. A veil

lifted. He was enlightened. When he took the mind to be real,

then the wandering mind disturbed him in his meditation. But

now that he could not find that wandering mind, he realized

the mind is no-mind, that nothing can be disturbed. And from

that no-mind he realized the One-Mind. From that time on

Shen-Kuang became the disciple of Bodhidharma and received

the Buddhist name Hui-Ke. After Bodhidharma's passing,

Hui-Ke inherited the robe and bowl and became the Second

Patriarch of Chinese Zen Buddhism.

The entirety of Zen philosophy lies in the special message

that Bodhidharma brought from India to China. The first two

lines are: "A special transmission outside the scriptures; No
dependence upon words and letters." These lines point to the

difference between Zen Buddhism and the other schools of
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Buddhism, as well as between Zen and other religions. All

other religions and Buddhist schools trace their teaching to

particular scriptures which they regard as the supreme author-

ity in the sphere of truth. From generation to generation these

scriptures are read, studied and chanted. In Zen Buddhism,

however, there are no such scriptures. Special words and letters

count for nothing. Why? Because understanding Zen is not a

matter of book learning, but of personal experience.

One may ask, "In Zen are not some of the sutras read and

studied, such as the Diamond Sutra and the Lahkavatara Sutra}

And do they not chant the Heart Sutra every day in Zen

monasteries all around the world?" The answer to these ques-

tions is yes, but in Zen the scriptures play a different role than

they do in other religions. For Zen the sutras are not the truth,

but only guides to the truth. We regard the Buddha's teaching

as a finger pointing to the moon. The truth, or Nirvana, is the

moon; the Buddha's teaching is the finger. We only use the

finger as a guide to find the direction of the moon. But the

finger is too short to reach the moon. If we wish to see the

moon, what must we do? We leave the finger behind and look

directly at the moon. And once the moon is seen, the finger is

no longer needed. The same principle applies to the role of the

Buddha's teaching in Zen Buddhism. The scriptures only

point out the direction of the truth, but once we know the

direction we have to leave the scriptures behind and experience

the truth for ourselves. The scriptures are no substitute for our

own experience. They are of value insofar as they give us a

notion of what the truth is like and of where it is to be found.

But once we know the direction, we have to leave all letters and

words behind. We have to transcend even the word of the

Buddha, for when we cling to it, it becomes an obstacle to

enlightenment rather than a guide. In Zen Buddhism experi-

ence counts for everything. And to achieve experience, that is,



During Sunday morning service and lecture, the Ven. Master Thich

Thien-An reminds followers never to mistake the finger for the moon.

to attain enlightenment and realize Nirvana, practice is neces-

sary. We cannot get anywhere without practice.

This is the meaning of the first two lines of Bodhidharma's

message. The next two lines read: "Direct pointing at the mind

of man; Seeing into one's nature and the attainment of Buddha-

hood." These two lines show us the method of Zen Buddhism.
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The way of Zen does not involve worshipping or praying

to some supernatural being, but seeing into our true nature

and realizing that our true nature is Buddha nature. To arrive

at this insight we must cultivate ourselves; we must practice.

How can we discover our true nature if we blindly cling to the

scriptures and do not practice for ourselves? If we go to a Zen

center and speak with a Zen master, sometimes he may answer

our questions with silence. This is the silence of knowledge. It

does not mean that the Zen master does not know how to

answer; rather, it means that he is trying to communicate that

there are some things which cannot be explained in words,

things which will ever remain in the dark until we discover

them through our own experience.

Our language is limited. It can be used only to express

limited truths. To express ultimate truth-Nirvana-many

words may be used, but none are adequate. If we wish to

understand, we must experience, and to experience we must

practice. There is no other way. Suppose we hold a cup of tea in

our hand. We take a sip and say: 'This is good tea." If another

has not tasted the tea himself, he may believe us, but still he

does not know that the tea is good. If he wants to know how

good the tea is, he must taste it himself Then he will know

how good it is. Similarly with the Buddha's teaching. We may

accept it, believe it and study it, but unless we practice and

realize the teaching for ourselves, we cannot say that we

know it.

Learning Zen is also like learning how to swim. When a

person goes to a swimming class, the instructor will show him

some basic methods and techniques, and then the rest is up to

him. If he does not jump into the water and try to swim, he

will never be a swimmer. The only way to learn is to jump into

the water and begin practicing what the instructor taught. And

if he practices hard enough, he may become a good swimmer.
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In Zen Buddhism it is the same way. If we want to become

enlightened, we must go to a teacher and receive some in-

structions. But once we receive instructions, the most impor-

tant thing is to put them into practice. Only through practice

can we hope to achieve enlightenment.

In the last two lines of Bodhidharma's message we also find

the recognition that everybody has a Buddha nature. We all are

potential Buddhas. But why are we not Buddhas, in fact? We
are not Buddhas because our minds are full of worries, desires,

attachments and selfishness. Ifwe want to discover our Buddha

nature and become Buddhas, we must learn to keep our minds

calm and pure; then we can accomplish the Buddha way. Zen

gives us the method to discover our Buddha nature. Through

meditation we learn to keep our minds calm and quiet, and

when our minds are calm and quiet, then we can see our pure

mind, discover our true nature and attain Buddhahood. The

Buddha and the whole universe are present in the quiet mind.

We cannot find them by looking outside, but only within. To

discover our true nature is the highest realization, and this

realization can take place in the present life. There is no need to

wait until we die to obtain the ultimate. In Christianity the

belief is that if a man is good now, when he dies his soul will go

to heaven and enjoy happiness there. But according to Zen,

Nirvana is to be achieved not only after death, but here and

now. For what is Nirvana? Nirvana is a state of mind. When
the mind is enlightened, we can experience the bliss of Nirvana

wherever we are, at any time. Consider the Buddha: did he not

experience Nirvana during his lifetime? And yet his fellow

countrymen were not in Nirvana. To the Buddha, everything

in this world is Nirvana, everything is perfect. When the

mind is changed from ignorance to enlightenment, Sarnsara is

transformed into Nirvana. When we are enlightened, we real-

ize that the Buddha and everything are one: that is Suchness,



26 Zen Philosophy, Zen Practice

Oneness, or Tathata. To realize the oneness of everything is

kensho, "seeing into one's nature." The non-discriminating

mind has no distinctions between subject and object, high and

low, good and bad, the Buddha and oneself, Samsara and

Nirvana. In Zen Buddhism kensho is usually considered the first

step on the path of Enlightenment, but it is perhaps the most

important step because it opens the mind's eye to a new

dimension of existence and gives us a direct experience of

oneness with the universe.

The message Bodhidharma brought to China was the

method of meditation for the purpose of achieving enlighten-

ment or self-realization. He taught that meditation practice

must be fused with daily life. It is best to devote ten or twenty

minutes after waking in the morning to the practice of medi-

tation, and again ten or twenty minutes before retiring at

night. It is true that sitting in meditation may not be the only

way to obtain self-realization, but without the discipline of

daily meditation it is very difficult to become enlightened.

Method of Practice

After some meditation experience in the breathing process

described in chapter one, the student may introduce a variation

into his practice. After assuming the correct bodily posture for

meditation, the mind settles into a quiet state, the meditator

begins to breathe lightly, softly and naturally, counting the

breaths from one to ten and from ten to one. During medita-

tion the eyes are closed lightly, but the mind's eye tries to

visualize the breath going in and out. Nothing else is seen but

the breath, nothing else is thought of but the breath. The

meditator must visualize the breaths as clearly as possible. Such

practice intensifies the meditation experience and helps to cut

discrimination.
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Meditation of Hui-Neng

When Bodhidharma arrived in China, he brought with him a

special message. This message announced the possibility of an

immediate experience of enlightenment and the direct attain-

ment of Buddhahood. Bodhidharma also brought with him as

an essential part of his message the method leading to en-

lightenment, the method of inward meditation epitomized by

his own nine-year practice of wall-contemplation {pi-kuan)\%j

turning the light of awareness back upon itself, it was possible

for him to break through the shell of delusions and passions

and arrive at an intuitive realization of his true nature.

Bodhidharma's practice of wall-contemplation set the

precedent for the development of Zen meditation in the cen-

turies following his arrival. From Sakyamuni Buddha, through

Mahakasyapa and the whole line of Indian patriarchs culmin-

ating in Bodhidharma, the essential mode of practice for the

attainment of enlightenment was sitting meditation. Bodhi-
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dharma carried this method to China, and the early patriarchs of

Chinese Zen followed suit. The Second Patriarch, Hui-Ke

(468-543), the Third, Seng-Tsan (d. 606), the Fourth, Tao-

Hsin (580-651), and the Fifth, Hung-Jen (601-675), all con-

tinued the emphasis on sitting meditation.

In time, however, the situation was to change. With the

growing interest in Zen Buddhism in China, more and more

Chinese people came to the monasteries to study and to prac-

tice meditation. Therefore, large monasteries grew up capable

of housing and sustaining many people. The Fifth Patriarch

Hung-Jen had more than five hundred disciples studying with

him, living together in the same monastery. But if all these

people were to practice sitting meditation all day, every day,

what would happen? Who would clean the rooms.̂ Who
would trim the garden? Who would carry water? Who would

cook? If these tasks were not performed, the monastery would

fall into a state of disorder. Therefore, the Fifth Patriarch

introduced a new element into the practice of meditation:

meditation was to be performed not only when sitting in

quietude, but when actively engaged in the tasks of everyday

life as well. This would be a meditation in action, an extension

of the principles of inward contemplation into the chores and

routines of day to day existence.

In applying this philosophy, the Fifth Patriarch and his

disciples worked very hard every day. They would wake up

early in the morning, chant sutras and sit in meditation for

several hours; then, after a light breakfast, they would dis-

perse to the several sections of the monastery to do what had

to be done. Some would go to the garden to look after the

vegetables; others would go to the rice fields to tend the rice.

Some would sweep and clean the inside of the monastery, while

still others would work in the kitchen preparing meals. After
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work, the monks would go to class for study or read in their

rooms or chant sutras, pray, make confession, etc., before the

Buddha altar. But the activities of work and study were not to

be done casually with a distracted mind; they were to be done

mindfully, as an exercise in meditation. Thus the sitting and

working aspects of daily life were fused together into a con-

tinuum of meditation which lasted from the crack of dawn to

the last gong at night signaling the time for sleep.

When the Fifth Patriarch grew old, he realized that the

time had come to choose a successor. It had been an established

part of the Zen lineage from the time when Sakyamuni

Buddha first transmitted the Mind-Seal to Mahakasyapa for

each patriarch to appoint one of his disciples to become his

successor and thereby continue the transmission of the patri-

archal line. The robe and bowl of patriarchal authority were

not to be passed indiscriminately to any disciple, however, nor

even to a disciple who shined with intellectual brilliance. They

were to be passed only to the disciple who had achieved the

deepest spiritual realization, who had fathomed the mind of his

master and was thus capable of transmitting enlightenment to

others. Each patriarch was thus a member of the spiritual

dynasty of the Buddha. So, one day the Fifth Patriarch gathered

his many disciples before him in the lecture hall and said: ''The

question of birth and death is a great affair. Go now and seek

for the transcendental wisdom that is within your own minds,

and write me a poem about it. He who shows that he

lias realized his Mind-Essence will be appointed the Sixth

Patriarch."

All the disciples withdrew, but all believed that the patri-

archship would go automatically to the head monk, Shen-

Hsiu, renowned for his great intellect and practice of the

Dharma, so no one wrote a poem. Realizing that the burden
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was upon him, Shen-Hsiu wrote and submitted to the Patri-

arch a poem in which he expressed his understanding of Zen.

The poem went like this:

The body is the Bodhi-tree,

The mind is like a mirror bright.

Take heed to keep it always clean,

And let not dust collect on it.

The first line states that the body is like the Bodhi tree un-

der which the Buddha became enlightened. The body, therefore,

is the foundation for practice, the necessary basis for reach-

ing enlightenment. The second line compares the mind to a

bright mirror, because in its essential nature the mind is the clear

and bright mirror-wisdom of Buddhahood. But our mind in its

usual condition is not yet bright; therefore we must keep it

clean, we must prevent the dust from collecting on it. This is

indicated by the third and fourth lines. The way to cleanse the

mind is by meditation. Through meditation the dust ofworldly

desire and attachment is removed from the mind, and the

bright wisdom of the Buddha nature manifests.

After Shen-Hsiu presented his poem to the Patriarch, every-

body was very impressed with it. All admired Shen-Hsiu and

had no doubt that he would receive the transmission -all, that

is, except one uneducated monk who worked in the kitchen.

This monk, whose name was Hui-Neng, had recently arrived in

the monastery from the south of China. Upon his arrival the

Fifth Patriarch had assigned him to the lowest type of kitchen

duty, the usual work for newcomers, where he had inconspicu-

ously remained. But now this Hui-Neng not only questioned

the wisdom of the head monk, Shen-Hsiu, but, moreover,

wanted to submit a poem himself. However, Hui-Neng did not

know how to write; therefore he asked a friend to write down

his poem for him and submitted it to the Master. The poem

read:

i



The Working Meditation ofHui-Neng 31

The Bodhi is not like the tree,

The mirror bright is nowhere shining.

As there is nothing from the first,

Where can the dust itself collect?

As you can see, the meaning of this poem is the exact oppo-

site of Shen-Hsiu's. Where Shen-Hsiu says the body is like the

Bodhi tree, Hui-Neng says the Bodhi is not like a tree.. Where

Shen-Hsiu says the mind is like a miror bright, Hui-Neng says

the mirror bright is nowhere shining. And where Shen-Hsiu

speaks about dust collecting, Hui-Neng says that there is no

dust and nowhere for it to collect.

Hui-Neng's poem is not at all obvious to intellectual

understanding, for it is the product of a profound spiritual

experience. The poem shows that Hui-Neng had come to the

realization that everything in the phenomenal universe is a part

of the Dharma-nature, a part of the Dharmakaya, or absolute

Body of the Buddha. The Dharma-nature is clean, pure and

perfect. It contains no darkness and is always shining, like a

jewel. But if the Dharma-nature is always shining every-

where, then where can it not be shining? It is false to look

some place specific to see it shine, for it is shining everywhere,

illuminating the whole universe. If this is so, then ofwhat use is

a bright mirror? In the second two lines Hui-Neng shows his

understanding of emptiness (sunyata) or nothingness (Jap.:

mu). Why is everything nothing? Because everything is a

combination of component parts, everything is constantly

changing, and everything is non-substantial. Therefore, every-

thing is empty, all is nothing. Space and time are emptiness,

the mirror and the dust are also emptiness. Since the mirror and

the dust are both emptiness, how can emptiness collect on

emptiness, how can emptiness shine in emptiness?

That is the meaning of the poem and the content of

Hui-Neng's realization. The difference between Shen-Hsiu and
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Hui-Neng is basically the difference between a dualistic and a

non-dualistic outlook. Shen-Hsiu takes his stand on dualism:

he distinguishes between the body and the mind, the dust and

the mirror, the clean and the unclean. Hui-Neng takes his

stand on non-dualism: he sees beyond the duality of subject

and object, delusion and enlightenment, dust and mirror. He

has seen that both are empty, both are nothing and both are

one. In this way he proves himselfthe true heir ofBodhidharma,

who propounded in his own laconic way the same philosophy

of nothingness to the Emperor Liang Wu-Ti.

When the Fifth Patriarch Hung-Jen received this stanza

from Hui-Neng, he certified the deep realization that had taken

place in the mind of his disciple and transmitted to him the

patriarchal robe and bowl, the outward sign of the inward

transmission of the "Seal of Mind." It is thus that Hui-Neng

became the Sixth Patriarch of Zen Buddhism. Why did the

Fifth Patriarch choose Hui-Neng as his successor over Shen-

Hsiu? Basically, for the same reason that the Buddha chose

Mahakasyapa as his successor over the intellectual Ananda.

There is a difference between intellectual understanding and

spiritual realization, and in Zen Buddhism the most important

thing is the latter. Both Ananda and Shen-Hsiu had intellec-

tual knowledge, but they lacked the spiritual insight of a

Mahakasyapa or a Hui-Neng. Shen-Hsiu's dualistic position is

perfectly acceptable, even necessary, from the standpoint of

intellectual understanding. But Hui-Neng's non-dualistic po-

sition is deeper; it goes right to the very bedrock of reality, to

the unity underlying differences, to the universal essence

flowing through all the ever-changing particulars.

Since everything is interrelated, since all things depend one

upon another, nothing is absolute, nothing is separate, but all

are part of the one indivisible whole. In this phenomenal world

everything has several sides to it: in good there may be bad, in
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right there may be wrong; in bad there may be good, in wrong

there may be right. And these polar opposites are but the two

sides of the same coin. The pairs of opposites all exist as part of

one reality, and all manifest that one reality. This is similar to

the concept of Yin and Yang in Taoism. The Yin and the

Yang, the dark or female and the light or male principles, seem

opposed to each other. But both are required to complete the

harmony of nature, and from the balance of the two the Tao

functions and endures. It is the same way in Zen.

Zen would like to lead man to a deep realization of the

oneness of everything, to a realization that goes beyond

comparison and distinction and overcomes the illusion of

separateness. While the Buddha often spoke about suffering

and the end of suffering and often distinguished Nirvana from

Sarnsara, the ultimate reality from the phenomenal flux, his

deeper teachings lead to the realization that all is one: that

"Sarnsara is Nirvana" and ''Delusion is Enlightenment." Thus

in the Avatamaka Sutra, the crown of Mahayana sutras, the

Buddha said: "The Mind, the Buddha and sentient beings are

not three different things." Hui-Neng also realized this one-

ness or nothingness, and his realization made him the Sixth

Patriarch of Zen Buddhism.

This concept of oneness may be related to everything.

What is the beauty of Zen Buddhism? In Zen Buddhism

beauty does not lie in brightly colored decorations or in col-

lections of precious objects. The beauty of Zen is found in

simplicity and tranquility, in a sense of the all-embracing

harmony of things. It is a beauty which reflects the stillness and

emptiness that ever dwells in the midst of constant change.

The Zen man finds beauty in simple things: in rocks and water,

in mosses, plants, sand, ponds and small wooden bridges. These

things are simple, yet at the same time very beautiful. A lake

reflecting the moonlight, a mountain clothed with mist, a bird
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Rocks, water, small trees and a bridge over a Koi pond point, in Zen, to the

harmonious existence of man and nature.

singing in the sunshine, a rock hiding under the trees, simple

things like these delight the man of Zen. Zen art, likewise,

strives towards the ideal of simplicity. A Zen artist may render

an entire landscape by just a few suggestive brushstrokes. There

are many famous Zen paintings which consist of only a single

stroke or Chinese character, such as the paintings of ''Mu."

As mentioned earlier, when Zen Buddhism took root in

China, the concept of meditation came to be interpreted dif-

ferently than it had been in India. According to the Indian

view, meditation always involves sitting in meditation, either

in the full-lotus or half-lotus posture. When one is doing

something else, then he is not in meditation. Therefore, Bodhi-

dharma and many of the early patriarchs devoted themselves

to meditation most of the time every day. Perhaps also for the

same reason most Buddhist monks in the Theravada tradition

devote their time largely to chanting, meditation and related
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religious practices, rather than to other things. But this con-

cept changed in China, especially from the time of the Fifth

Patriarch on. Hui-Neng, when he was a disciple of the Fifth

Patriarch, did not have time to sit in meditation at all. He was

busy cleaning and cooking to support his five hundred friends.

But by maintaining mindfulness while working, he was able

to bring his mind into the state of meditation and attain a

deeper realization than any of his fellow disciples. Through this

realization he became the Sixth Patriarch. From the time of

Hui-Neng even to the present, Chinese Ch'an and Japanese

Zen masters have always emphasized the fusion of meditation

and realization with one's daily activities. Meditation should be

practiced not only while sitting but also while engaged in work

and activity. Therefore, Zen Buddhists in China and Japan do

not only sit in meditation. They practice and apply Zen in

everyday life.

In this country the number of people who are interested in

Zen Buddhism is continually increasing. Many people inter-

ested in Zen go to the bookstore and collect many books on

Zen Buddhism. Then they go home and read them. Some who
view Zen as a subject for scholarly study go to the library and

read Zen texts from morning until night. Others earnestly go

to whatever Zen lectures they can with a tape recorder in hand,

or return home with a notebook full of ideas and bits of

information. This is all good. It is good to read and study in

order to understand. But if that is all, these people can never

understand Zen Buddhism. And why? Because in Zen mere

intellectual understanding is nothing—doing is more impor-

tant. Only by doing can one experience this for himself. He
must put into practice the principles he learns from books and

from teachers. If a person wants to get a driver's license, he has

to learn to drive. There are some people in the West who,

when they hear that a great Zen master is coming to this
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country, get very excited. They try their best to see him and to

study with him. That is good. But a Zen master or even a

Buddha is just a "finger pointing to the moon." If we want to

see the moon of Enlightenment shining in the sky of empti-

ness, we must see for ourselves. We must walk on the path the

master points out. And this he cannot do for us, this we have to

do for ourselves.

The truth, reality. Nirvana, can be found everywhere. It is

present not only at the Meditation Center or in a temple or in a

Zen master, but is present in every particle of dust, in every

nook and corner of the universe. Reality is to be found not only

during the period of sitting meditation, but all the time, in

work as well as in rest, when standing, walking and lying, as

well as when sitting. Therefore, in the history of Zen Bud-

dhism there are many cases of Zen masters who experienced

enlightenment by hearing the sound of a small rock falling

into the bamboo bush, seeing a shadow move across the calm

river or the birds coming and going or the clouds appearing

and disappearing in the evening sky. Even work can be a means

to self-realization. In China there was a famous Zen master

during the T'ang dynasty named Pai-Chang. He was the head

master of a large monastery and thus worked very hard every

day, in meditation, in teaching and in administering the affairs

of the monastery. But he also worked very hard with his

disciples at manual labor in the fields. One day one of his

disciples realized that the Master was growing old. He was

afraid that if the Master worked so hard in his old age some-

thing might happen to him. Then who would teach, who

would take care of the monastery? So one night, out of love for

his master, the student hid his tools. When the Master woke

up and found his tools missing, he asked around, but no one

would show him where his tools were. From that moment on
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the Master refused to eat or drink. His disciples grew very

worried about him and asked him why he had stopped eating.

He replied: "One day without work, one day without food."

Needless to say, the Master soon got his tools back.

This story helps us to understand an important aspect of

Zen. Some people think that Zen Buddhism is a withdrawal

from daily life. They think Zen makes a sharp distinction

between everyday affairs and meditation, and asks us to give up

the former in order to practice the latter. But this is not the

way of Zen. In Zen, when we sit alone in meditation in some

quiet place it does not mean that we are isolated and separate

from other people. Though physically alone, we are spiritually

one with them. And why? Because true meditation is not an
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affair of the ego-self, but a seeking to break out of the limits of

the ego-self and become one with all. Moreover, Zen medita-

tion does not have to be practiced in soHtude. We can meditate

and attain realization in our daily work, in contact with people,

in trying to understand and help them. Truth or reality is

everywhere. If we have the capacity to realize it, it is with us

everywhere and all the time. One Vietnamese Zen master

named Phu-Van of the Ly dynasty taught his disciple. King

Tran-Thai-Thon, thus: "Buddha is not in the mountain.

Buddha is in everything. If your mind is calm and pure, you

can realize Buddha anywhere."

Of course, everybody recognizes that to discipline ourselves

in sitting meditation every day is difficult. We make many

excuses to ourselves for not meditating. But it is even more

difficult to apply meditation to our daily lives. Every day we are

working at home, at school, at the office or at our job. If we

keep our minds under control, if we can realize the meaning of

what we are doing, if we can he what we do, that is meditation.

Every day we face many problems, some easy, some difficult.

The difficult problems can cause a lot of trouble. But if we

apply the method of meditation-keep the mind calm and

quiet in facing the problems-we will find that it will help us.

Of course, it is more difficult to apply meditation in action

than at rest, but it is also of more value. To love a person when

he loves us is easy. But there is also a much greater kind of love,

a true love without distinction and without expectation of

anything in return, a universal, compassionate love. This love is

the compassion that the Buddha taught we should extend to

both those who are our friends and those who are not. As we
develop in meditation we find we develop more of this uni-

versal love. In the same way, when we meet troubles or obsta-

cles in our life, they should be faced with the mind poised in

the calm of meditation. We must try to keep the mind straight,

calm and clear, we must be courageous; then the problems will
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vanish just as surely as they appear. The sun and moon are

always shining. If we can realize the truth, then everywhere is

Nirvana.

Method of Practice

As the student becomes adept at mindfulness of breathing

meditation, another variation of the practice may be helpful.

The first chapter introduced the technique of breath counting.

The second chapter described mental visualization of the

breaths as they were counted. This practice can be extended

one step further: counting, seeing and hearing the breaths. Just

as the breaths are visualized with the eyes closed, so the medi-

tator tries to hear the breathing without making any sound. He
assumes the regular sitting posture, then breathes lightly and

naturally. He keeps his mind on nothing but counting breaths.

He does not see anything but breaths, he does not hear any-

thing but breaths. Concentrating on breathing, being aware of

breathing, feeling and living breathing, nothing else interferes

with the breathing. In other words, one should just be what he

is doing. That is the method.



Three Essentials of

Zen Practice

I

The past three chapters have been con^^^^with the history

of Zen Buddhism, the teachings of the Buddha, Bodhidharma

and Hui-Neng and the spread and development of Zen from

India to China, Japan and other Asian countries. From this

historical approach we turn to a more topical one, dealing with

those aspects of Zen which bear upon the conduct of our daily

life. For it is here above all that the true meaning and value of

Zen Buddhism is to be found.

The interest in Zen Buddhism is increasing rapidly in the

United States and other Western countries, especially among

the young people. But while many are drawn to Zen at the

beginning, not many follow through to the end. Why is this?

Because their interest was not built upon a secure foundation.

Lacking a secure foundation, many give up their pursuit ofZen

halfway. Their interest becomes merely inquisitive; it comes

and it goes; easy in, easy out, like changing clothes. In order to
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persist in the path of Zen it is necessary at the outset to know

and to cultivate the three essentials of Zen practice.

The first step is great faith (Jap.: dai-shin-kon) . When we

undertake the practice of Zen, we have to arouse great faith in

the capacity of our mind at the very beginning, and we have to

maintain this great faith throughout our entire practice of Zen.

But the kind of faith called for in Zen Buddhism differs very

much from the kind of faith required in other religions. Other

religions demand that we place faith in a supreme being and

that we give our assent to various propositions concerning his

nature, attributes and deeds; we can call this kind of faith

"faith in the other." In contrast, faith in Zen Buddhism means

faith in ourselves. According to the teaching of the Buddha,

every living being has a Buddha nature, the potential to be-

come a Buddha. We are not yet Buddhas because we have not

discovered that Buddha nature. The great faith spoken about

in Zen Buddhism means faith that the Buddha nature is

present within us and that by cultivating the way taught by the

Buddha we can come to a realization of that Buddha nature.

To realize our Buddha nature is not easy. It calls for relentless

work, a long and difficult struggle within ourselves. Because of

its difficulty many people who begin abandon the way; there-

fore, there are not many Buddhas in the world. This is why

faith is so necessary. The first and most important thing is that

we believe in our own latent capacity, that we believe in the

seed of enlightenment within us and that we do not abandon

this faith no matter how many obstacles, internal or external,

we meet on the way.

Can we believe that we have the potential to become a

Buddha? Why not.^ The Buddha was just a man like us. He had

red blood and salty tears; his body and mind were not so very

different from our own. Before his enlightenment he had

passions, worries, conflicts and doubts. But through medita-
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tion he cultivated himself and discovered his Buddha nature,

thereby becoming a Buddha or Enlightened One. We also,

with all our problems, with all our weaknesses, with all our

barriers, have the potential to become Buddhas. If we develop

this faith and follow it through to the end, there is no barrier so

big that it cannot be overcome.

Many people say man is created by the environment. In

Zen Buddhism we reply that it is man who creates the envi-

ronment and, therefore, that it is man who creates himself.

Whatever we become as individuals depends upon our own

minds. Whatever the world becomes depends upon the col-

lective minds of men. Through the direction of our will, the

formative faculty of the mind, we can change the world into a

better world and ourselves into better men. There is a saying in

Zen Buddhism that ''Sarnsara is Nirvana and Nirvana is

Samsara." Whether the world is Sarnsara or Nirvana depends

entirely on our state of mind. If our mind is enlightened, then

this world is Nirvana; if our mind is unenlightened, then this

world is Sarnsara, full of pain, sorrow and misery. A Zen master

once said that water is of one essence, but if it is drunk by a cow

it becomes milk, while if it is drunk by a snake it becomes

poison. In the same way whether life is blissful or sorrowful

depends on our state of mind, not on the world. So we must

seek to transform the mind, to bring it into the awakened state,

and this requires at the outset great faith, faith in ourselves and

in the latent powers of the mind.

The second step in Zen Buddhism is great doubt {dai-

gi-dan). The method of Zen is very scientific. In science we are

told never to believe anything unless its truth has been dem-

onstrated experimentally. Zen takes the same stand. We are

not to believe anything blindly; rather we must demonstrate its

truth to ourselves. The Buddha taught that every human being

has the Buddha nature. If so, where is this Buddha nature.^ We
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have to discover it for ourselves and keep on doubting until we

discover it. It does no good merely to parrot the words of the

Buddha. We must prove them to ourselves by searching into

our minds, as well as into the world around us. Doubt is

therefore a very important part of Zen practice. A Zen master,

a teacher or a guru can teach many things. Some of his

teachings we may believe, others we may not believe. What is

accepted and rejected depends upon our judgment. We have

the right to judge; in fact, it is best to judge for ourselves. We
must follow what we think is good, reject what we think is not

good. Though the Zen master teaches methods of practice to

his students and guides their development, he never considers

himself a mediator between man and Buddha or between

Sarnsara and Nirvana. He considers his methods and teachings

to be but a finger pointing to the moon. Just as the finger is

used to see the moon, so his teachings are to be used as a guide

to see the truth. And once we see the moon we no longer need

to follow the direction of the finger. Sometimes the Master

may be right, sometimes he may be wrong. Therefore, we must

not believe and follow his direction blindly, but check it out

through our own knowledge and experience. If it is good for

ourselves and for others, then we may believe it.

To give an example: If a person is not very familiar with

Los Angeles and loses his direction, he may drive into a gas

station and ask the attendant how to get to the address he is

seeking. Sometimes the attendant gives the right directions,

and the man drives to the place without any trouble. But at

other times the driver may be told to go to the west when his

better judgment tells him he should be going east. Then what

is he to do? Is he to believe the attendant and give up all

confidence in himself? Should he not, rather, believe his better

judgment and find the right directions somewhere else? Thus if
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we seek the advice of the gasoline man, we should accept that

advice with a pinch of doubt. We should recognize the possi-

bility that while he may be right, he may very well be wrong.

So the second step along the way of Zen is to enquire and

to doubt everything until it is checked out. This second step is

very helpful. Too much skepticism is not good at all. But there

is skepticism, and there is skepticism. There is a kind of

skepticism which is rooted in a narrow, mental outlook, which

refuses to believe anything and takes a cynical delight in

maintaining an attitude of negativity. And then there is the

healthy kind of skepticism, the skepticism which is a stepping

stone on the road to deeper understanding. If we follow the

first kind of skepticism, then we will doubt our own inner

potentiality, our own capacity to attain Buddhahood, as well as

the efficacy of the practices which are designed to lead us to this

goal. This kind of skepticism leads only to a dead end. But if

we follow the broader kind of skepticism, keeping the mind

open and critically examining things to determine whether

they are right or wrong, that can be very helpful. For example,

when a Zen master tells the psychologist that meditation can

help a person with mental illness or a nervous condition, the

psychologist will not believe what he is told without question.

He will examine this hypothesis and even check it out with

instruments. Only after repeated checking and testing will he

come to a conclusion. In the same way, in taking up Zen

Buddhism the question should be asked: why should I sit in

meditation. If I continue to practice this way, what is the

result.^ Continue to ask, to question and to practice. After a

while, if we find that meditation helps to control the mind,

that it helps us to understand ourselves and others more, that it

leads to calm, to tolerance, to happiness and serenity, then we

should continue to practice. If it does not help, then why
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continue? Perhaps something else would be better. Therefore,

we must enquire and doubt, for as the Zen texts say: "Great

enlightenment comes from great doubt."

The third basic step is great determination {dai-fun-shi)

.

After we have resolved our doubts and are ready to embark

upon the course of practice, we must raise up a spirit of strong

determination. We must make a firm resolution to plow ahead

and to continue to practice despite all the obstacles which may

be met on the path. We must vow never to give up but to

strive on diligently. To develop great determination we must

have patience and self-discipline. If we lack these, when we

meet some difficulties in our Zen practice, we will question our

capacity to attain enlightenment and soon give up. Then we

will never reach our goal. We must not be impatient for results

but must discipline ourselves to practice without expectation

or anticipation. As Confucius says: "Do not wish for quick

results, nor look for small advantages. If one seeks quick

results, he will not attain the ultimate goal. If he is led astray by

small advantages, he will never accomplish great things." It is

generally very difficult for Western people to practice without

looking for immediate results. When I was in Japan this past

summer, a famous Zen master there told me that recently two

Western men had been studying Zen meditation under him.

One stayed six months, one a year. Both of them expected

short-cuts, and both wanted graduations when they left. The

Master explained to them: "The way of Zen is not the way of a

university. We do not set apart a certain period of time for

study and then receive a graduation. The way of Zen is not a

matter of months or years but of a lifetime. Perhaps you may

consider me a master, but I consider myself a student and still

study and practice every day." Western men are almost always

in a hurry. When they come to Zen, they practice very hard at

the beginning, but when they do not get quick results they
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quit. So we must not expect short-cuts. If we look for

short-cuts, we will not endure.

In this country there are many young people who use

drugs, and some claim to have undergone a kind of transcen-

dental experience through drugs which they identify with

enlightenment. If drugs are taken, the person may have some
unusual experiences, but that is not enlightenment. Zen
Buddhism does not promise any short-cuts. The short-cuts may
bring quick results, but they do not last long nor do they have

a permanent effect in a person's life. In Zen we must discipline

ourselves every day, practicing and advancing step by step

without ever giving up. Through the practice of Zen medita-
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tion not only will we get more genuine experience and reali-

zation, but they will stay with us longer. They will be absorbed

into the make-up of our being and will, over a period of time,

produce considerable changes for the better, culminating in

self-realization and enlightenment. And most important, we

will have made these changes by ourselves.

There is only one kind of graduation in Zen Buddhism,

and that is the attainment of Supreme Enlightenment, when

we become Buddhas. But, though we have a Buddha nature, it

is not easy to become a Buddha. It is difficult not only for us,

but it was also difficult for the Buddha. The Buddha himself

said: "In the universe there is not a spot of land as small as a

mustard seed where I have not sacrificed my life or have not

buried my bones." It is difficult to imagine how many lifetimes

the Buddha reincarnated in this universe, cultivating his wis-

dom and virtue to attain Buddhahood. Innumerable times, not

In a meeting of East and West, the Master observes a Western approach to

beginning Zen practice, as Dr. David Nowlis uses a biofeedback apparatus

to monitor his own alpha wave pattern during meditation.
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only in the past, but in this life as well, he devoted himself to

practice for six years and forty-nine days. Bodhidharma also

practiced for nine years after he arrived in China. In this matter,

the various Zen masters suggest that, if the mind be thought

of as a mirror, "take heed to keep it always clean, and let not

dust collect on it." In other words, they suggest that the Zen

student diligently practice every day; never cut short, never

give up, but continue on.

In the Zen tradition, especially in the monastery life, we

usually set apart certain periods for intensive practice of medi-

tation. These periods, called sesshin in Japanese, may last for

three days, a week, three weeks, three months or longer.

During the sesshin, the students have set times in which they

may interview the master, called sanzen, in order to ask ques-

tions and to present to the master their understanding and

achievements. In most cases, when the student presents his

understanding, the master answers: "No, go practice more."

He has to say so, for if he says yes, then that is all, there is

nothing more. He has to say no to encourage his students to

practice. If one does not understand the method of Zen, he will

become discouraged and give up, perhaps never to return

again. But if he understands this technique, he will not become

discouraged but will continue to practice with stronger deter-

mination. The answer "no" that the Zen master gives does not

necessarily indicate rejection; it is more a way of encouraging

the student to move ahead, to try more. The Zen master does

not want his disciples to rest satisfied with some minor

achievement, but in his compassion wishes to guide them

along on the journey from delusion to enlightenment, from

Sarnsara to Nirvana. Therefore, strong determination is most

important. Zen meditation is a lifetime process. Just as we

breathe and eat every day, so must we meditate every day. Both

breathing and eating are important for life, and so is medita-
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tion, for meditation keeps our life in balance and helps us

understand ourselves and the nature of life. It provides a secure

foundation for harmony between ourselves and others, and

between ourselves and the universe. So meditation is not a

matter of days, weeks, months or years, but of a whole lifetime.

And if we have strong determination in our practice, we will,

without doubt, reach the final goal, the state of Buddhahood,

the realization of perfect wisdom and infinite compassion. As

the Zen masters say: ''With much clay you can make a large

Buddha."

Method of Practice

In Vietnamese Zen a common meditation method is the

Recollection of the Buddha, the method of inwardly visualiz-

ing an image of the Buddha. The devotee assumes the usual

posture and closes his eyes. Then he attempts to visualize the

Buddha as clearly as possible. He keeps the image of Buddha

before his mind's eye and does not let anything else interrupt it.

He tries to see the Buddha as clearly with his eyes closed as he

can see physical objects with his eyes open. If he cannot see the

Buddha image clearly or if his mind is disturbed by thoughts,

he opens his eyes to see the Buddha statue; then once he has a

clear mental picture, he closes his eyes and continues again.

The Buddha image represents perfect wisdom and compassion.

At the beginning of practice the meditator distinguishes the

Buddha as the object of meditation from himself as the medi-

tator. But when he has developed this meditation further, both

he and the Buddha, subject and object, disappear, and only

oneness remains. That oneness is beyond distinction and

comparison, beyond the range of sense consciousness. It is

quiescent, changeless and perfect. We cannot see it, hear it.
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touch it or taste it, but it is there; it is always with us; it is

perfect wisdom, enlightenment, Nirvana. We can perceive it

and live in it only through the calm mind resulting from

meditation. Meditation on the Buddha helps to quiet the mind

and bring calm to our daily lives.



KarmaTheory
and Zen Buddhism

"How did we get here?" "What nSTflFTl'S Wfflfwe ar^?" "How
can we change ourselves?" "What happens to us when we

die?" These are the most fundamental questions we can ask. All

thinking men have asked themselves these questions, and the

answers they have come up with are as multifarious as men

themselves. However, out of the hubbub of speculations on

these issues a few alternative replies have emerged, representa-

tive of the basic lines of approach. One which has prevailed

in the Christian West is the theistic position that a man's

destiny is basically determined for him by God. God deter-

mines if a man deserves heaven or hell; he may even decide each

man's earthly destiny. A second group believes in fatalism.

According to fatalism each of us has a fate which we cannot

change and about which we can do nothing. As they say,

"Whatever will be will be." In this philosophy the agent that

determines destiny is not, as in the theistic position, a personal
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God, but rather a mysterious impersonal power called "Fate"

which transcends our understanding and hence our ability to

persuade or manipulate. Again, there is a third group that

holds the exact opposite: that everything happens by accident.

This is the philosophy of indeterminism. The indeterminist

believes that if he is lucky, he will achieve happiness or success;

if he is unlucky, he will suffer or fail. But whatever he receives

he receives not through any process of determination but by

accident, by sheer coincidence.

These three beliefs- theistic determinism, fatalism and in-

determinism-are all rejected by Zen Buddhism. So, what

answer does Zen offer to the riddle of human destiny? Zen

answers with the general Buddhist principle of action and

reaction as seen in the sphere of human conduct and experi-

ence. According to this law, if a person does something, what

he does will inevitably have an effect on him, at present or in the

future, and what this effect will be is determined by the

character of his original action. If he performs good actions, or

good karma, he will reap good results, i.e., happiness and

success; if he performs bad actions, or bad karma, he will reap

bad results, i.e., suffering and failure. Many are familiar with the

words of the Bible: "Ye shall reap what ye shall sow." This

quote is precisely the meaning of the law of karma. Except,

where Christianity gives this statement a theistic interpreta-

tion, Buddhism regards karma as a natural law immanent in

the universe. The doctrine of karma is the "middle way"

between complete determinism and complete indeterminism.

Buddhism differs significantly from Christianity in another

respect. Christianity, while asserting the law of cause and effect,

is all too ready to abrogate it by looking for forgiveness

through the grace of God and the mediation of a priest. Hence

the Christian worships God and prays to Him in order to

obtain forgiveness from the results his evil actions hold out for
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him. But in Buddhism no one can forgive a person for his

transgressions. If he commits an evil deed, he has to reap the

consequences, for all is governed by universal law and not by

any arbitrary creator.

The Buddhist conception of time regards the present, the

here and now, as the causal determinant between the past and

the future. What we are in the present is the result of what we

did in the past, and what we do now in the present determines

what we are to become in the future. A Buddhist saying runs

thus: "The present is a shadow of the past, the future a shadow

of the present." Hence our action in the present is most

important, for what we do in the present determines the course

of our future development. We should apply our minds to the

present so that we may advance on the way. According to the

Buddhist doctrine of rebirth, the causal relation between

action and its results holds not only with regard to the present

life but also with regard to past and future lives. This universal

law of cause and effect is ineluctable. Just as we cannot run

away from our own shadows, so we cannot run away from the

results of our actions. They will pursue us no matter where

we hide.

The doctrine of karma is, precisely speaking, not merely a

doctrine of cause and effect, but of action and reaction. The

doctrine holds that every action willfully performed by an

agent-be it of thought, word or deed- tends to react upon

that agent. The law of karma is a natural law, and its operation

cannot be suspended by any power of a deity. If is as if we

violated a traffic law and appealed to the policeman for

forgiveness. He would not forgive us, for we have violated the

law and must pay the consequences. In the same way, through

the working of the law of karma our actions bring about their

natural results. Recognizing this, Buddhists do not pray to a

god for mercy but rather regulate their actions to bring them
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into harmony with the universal law. If they do evil, they try to

discover their mistakes and rectify their ways; and if they do

good, they try to maintain and develop that good.

We should not worry about the past, but rather be con-

cerned about what we are doing in the present. Instead of

running around seeking forgiveness, we should try to sow

good seeds in the present and leave the results to the law of

karma. When a disciple came to the Buddha penitent over past

misdeeds, the Buddha did not promise any forgiveness, for he

knew that each must reap the results of the seeds that he had

sown. Instead he explained: "If you know that what you have

done is wrong and harmful, from now on do not do it again. If

you know that what you have done is right and profitable,

continue to do it. Destroy bad karma and cultivate good

karma." We should realize that what we are in the present is a

shadow ofwhat we were in the past, and what we will be in the

future is a shadow of what we are now in the present. We
should apply our minds to the present so that we may advance

on the way.

The theory of karma in Buddhism makes man and no

one else the architect of his own destiny. From moment to mo-

ment we are producing and creating our destiny through our

thought, our speech and our deeds. The following verse sums

up the essence of the Buddhist position:

Sow a thought and reap an act;

Sow an act and reap a habit;

Sow a habit and reap a character;

Sow a character and reap a destiny.

Our destiny issues from our character, our character from

our habits, our habits from our acts and our acts from our

thoughts. And since thoughts issue from the mind, this makes

the mind the ultimate determinant of our destiny. In fact, the

mind is the only creator Buddhism recognizes, and the power of
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the mind the only significant power in the world. As Milton

says, "The mind can make a heaven of hell, and a hell of

heaven." Ifwe think good thoughts, our acts cannot be bad. By

thinking good thoughts, we will produce better actions, de-

velop better habits, mold better characters and inherit better

destinies. We must not be deceived by the apparently feeble

energy of our individual thoughts. Working together slowly

and silently, they are the secret agents of all that we are and of all

that we might become.

Once a woman in my U.C.L.A. class came to me and said: ''I

would like to come to your meditation center to practice, but I

am too nervous to meditate." I asked her: "Who produces your

nervousness? It is yourself. Because you let externals disturb

your mind, you become nervous. But if your mind is calm and

under control, then nothing can make you nervous, nothing
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can bother you. Come and practice; then you will find out." She
came and learned to control and discipline her mind. As she

practiced she gained more confidence in herself, so that events

in the outer world no longer disturbed her. Now she is not

nervous any more, for she is master of herself and master of her

circumstances. Her mind is calm, her mind is quiet. And with a

calm, quiet mind, her Hfe is also calm, is also quiet.

Since Buddhism places ultimate responsibility for our life in

our own hands, ifwe want our hands to mold our life in a better

way, we must launch our minds in a better direction, for it is the

mind which controls the hands which mold our Hfe. But here a

question arises. Sometimes we know somebody who is vir-

tuous, gentle, kind, loving and wise, and yet his life is filled with

troubles from morning to night. His car breaks down, his

children fail in school, he is often sick and out of work. Why is

this.^ What happens to our theory that good acts lead to

happiness and bad acts to suffering? To understand this, we
must realize that the fruits of karma do not necessarily mature
in the same lifetime in which the karma is originally accumu-
lated. Karma may bring about its consequences in the next life

or in succeeding lives. If a person was good in a previous life, he
may enjoy happiness and prosperity in this life even though his

conduct now is bad. And a person who is very virtuous now
may still meet a lot of trouble because of bad karma from a past

life. It is like planting different kinds of seeds; some will come
to flower very fast, others will take a long time, maybe years.

The law of cause and effect does not change, but the effects

come about at different times, in different forms and at different

locations. While some of our experiences are due to karma in

the present life, others may be due to karma from previous lives.

In the present life, we receive the results of our actions done in

past lives as well as in the present. And what we reap in the

future will be the result of what we do in the present.

The law of karma binds together the past, present and
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future lives of an individual through the course of his transmi-

gration. To understand how such a connection is possible

between the experiences and actions of an individual in succes-

sive lives, we must take a brief look at the Buddhist analysis of

consciousness. According to the Buddhist philosophy of con-

sciousness, the Vijnanavada school, there are eight kinds of

consciousness. There are the five sorts of sense-consciousness:

i.e., eye, ear, nose, tongue and body consciousness. These make

possible the awareness of the five kinds of external sense data

through the five sense-organs. The sixth consciousness is the

intellectual consciousness, the faculty of judgment which dis-

cerns, compares and distinguishes the sense-data and ideas. The

seventh consciousness, called the manas, is the ego-conscious-

ness, the inward awareness of oneself as an ego and the clinging

to a discrimination between oneself and others. Even when

the first six kinds of consciousness are not functioning, for

example, in deep sleep, the seventh consciousness is still pres-

ent, and if threatened, this consciousness, through the im-

pulse of self-protection, will cause us to awaken. The eighth

consciousness is called the alaya-vijnana, the storehouse-

consciousness. Because this consciousness is so deep, it is

very difficult to understand, but its literal name gives us the

cue to its meaning. The alaya is a repository which stores all

the impressions of our deeds and experiences. Everything we

see, hear, smell, taste, touch and do deposits, so to speak, a seed

in the store-consciousness. The seed is a nucleus of karmic

energy. Since the alaya hoards all the seeds of our past actions, it

is the architect of our destiny. Our life and character reflect the

seeds in our store-consciousness. If we deposit bad seeds, i.e.,

perform more evil actions, we will become bad persons. It is as

though we were to burn incense in a large hall; then the hall

would take on a sweet smell. If we were to bring in some

rotten eggs, the hall would take on a foul smell.


