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Zttl I entered. I lost the boundary 

of my physical body. I had my skin 

of course, but I felt I was standing 

in the center of the cosmos . . . I 

saw people coming toward me, but all 

were the same man. All were myself. 

I had never kno~~ this world before. 

I had believed that I was created, 

but now I must change my opinion: I 

was never created; I was the cosmos; 

no individual •.• existed. 

--Discription of Satori 
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Introduction 

We.! in the western world seem to have been, for the 

most part, unaware of half our human nature for centuries. 

I am speaking of the spirit; we seem to have been promking 

the physical ( witness the great advance in the physical 

sciences ) at the expense of any great interest in the spir

itual side of man. Somewhere in our history the world Has 

bifurcated, perhaps as early as the times of Plato and 

Aristotle. The eastern counterpart of the dichotomy has been 

following exactly the opposite course. Now, after hundreds 

of years, the dichotomy is drawing to a close. 

The West is looking to the East in matters spiritual 

and the East is building up a technology comparable to the 

1'Test' s. The religions of the East are beginning to have a 

tremendous impact on the culture of the West. Oriental habits 

and skills are beginning to receive a place tn the lands of 

the Occident. The \'J'est has finally begun to realize~: that 

in the historical "dra'tving of straws ll it is not a pre-drawn 

conclusion that the East came up with the shorter of the two. 

Because of the ciliose relationship of the West with 

Japan, Zen has been in the forefront of the influence that 

the East is beginning to have on the West. Because of this 

close contact with the West, Zen has made great in-reads into 

the lopsided culture of the Christian West. It is, therefore, 

desirable and profitable to know something about what Zen has 

to offer the West. 
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This treatment will proceed as follows: Ohapter I -

a history of Zen Buddhism from 520 B. O. to 1200 A.D. ( around 

1200 Zen had all the traits of the Zen of today); Ohapter II 

-- a section on zazen or seated meditation, then an exp~an

ation of the enigmatic koan, and finally an attempt at clari

fying satori of enlightenment. Because of the genersl lack 

of knowledge of the East and especially of the Eastern reli

gions on the part of Westerners, an attempt has been made to 

define all unfamiliar terms. 

In any study of Zen, there is the inherent problem of 

the names of men, places, and ideas. Since Zen had its be

binnings in India, spent six hundred years in China, and then 

spread to Japan in the twelfth century, there are many Indian, 

Ohinese, and Japanese names involved. In this treatm~nt the 

names of men will be given in the native language of the man; 

places will be named similar)(ly. Ideas will be named in 

Japanese unless the reference is to an origional Buddhist 

doctrine, in which case, the Indian name will be used. 



Chapter I 


A History of Zen 


"What is the significance of Bodhidharma's 
coming East into China?" "The cypress tree 
in the courtyard." 

Joshu 

The develop;{ment of Zen from the Indian Buddhist tra

dition was a very gradual transformation. (The Buddha's en~ 

l1:ghtenment under the pipal treG occurred around 550 B. C., 

and Bodhidharma's journey to China, the traditional event 

marking the birth')of Zen, occurred in 520 A. D.) In the 

thousand years that intervened, the very slow but no less con

stant crysta~zation of Zen from the Buddhist milieu took 

place. 

The legendary origin of Zen is the story of the flower 

sermon by Sakyamuni on the Mount of the Holy Vulture. He 

went before his disciples and remained silent for a while, 

then he simply raised a bouquet of flowers. He was still 

silent. Only IvIahakasyapa, 'I1ho quietly smiled at the ~J[aster, 

understood the teaching. The Buddha,noticing Mahakasyapa, 

proclaimed, "I have the most prescious treasure, spiritual 

and transcendental, which this m~ent I hand over to you, 0 

venerable Mahakasyapal tl I Having once established the lineage 

of Zen from the Gautama Buddha, the Zen followers established 

a list of the patriarchs of Zen from Sakyamuni to Bodhidharma. 



This list is given below. 

1. Sakyamuni 15. Kanadeva 
2. Mahakasyapa 16. Arya Rahulata 
3. Ananda 17. Sanighanandi
4. Sanavasa 18. Samghayasas
5. Upagupta 19. Kumarata 
6. Dhritaka 20. ,Jayata 
7. Micchaka 21. Vasubandhu 
8. Buddhanandi 22. Manura 
9. Buddhamitra 23. Haklenayasas

1m,;' Bhidshu 24. Bhikshu Simha 
11. ..Punyayasas 25. Vasasita 
12. Asvaghosha 26. Punyamitra
13. Bhikshti Kapimala 27. Prajnatara
14. Nagarjuna 28. Bodhidharma 2 

It appears that this list is very similar in character 

to the geneologies in the gospels shmving the blood relation

ship of Christ to David, Abraham, Adam. It is the idea be

hind the list that is important, not its historical accuracy 

-- the idea is to say that Zen's founder was ultimately the 

Buddha. Huston Smith relates the essence of this in his The 

Religions~of Man when he says 

vThereas other religions have ans1,yered the 
difficult problem of historical continuity
by institutional organization, papal suc
cession, or resort to the authority of a 
fixed creed of scripture, Zen has rested its 
survival on the transmission of a specific 
state of ai"lareness directly from mind to 
mind, like flame passed from candle to can
dle, or water poured from bucket to bucket. 
It is IItransmissionof Buddha-mind to Buddha
mind" that constitutes the "special trans
mission" Bodhidharma cited as Zen's essence. 
For a number of centuries this im-vard trans
mission was symbolized by the handing dOim 
of Buddha's robe and bowl from patriarch to 
patriarch, but in the eighth century A. D., 
the Sixth Patriarch in China considered even 
this Simple gesture a step toward confusing 
form with essence and ordered it discontlnued.3 
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From the above, it is evident that it is valuable to knmv at 

least the general path of this pre/cious cargo from the 

Gautama Buddha to the Zen Buddhism of today. That is the 

purpose of this chapter. 

Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki, in his first serles of Essays in 

~ Buddhism relates the sum of the Buddha's original teach

ing. 

According to scholars of Pali Buddhism and 
of the Agama literature, all that Buddha 
taught, as far as his systematic teaching 
l-rent seems to be summed up by the Fourfold 
Noble Truth,4 the Twelvefold Chain of Caus
ation,5 the Eightfold Path of Righteous Liv
ing,6 and the doctrine of Non-ego (Anatman)7 
and Nirvana. 8 If this was the case, what 
we call primitive Buddhism 'l'Tas quite a sim
ple affair when its doctrinal aspect alone 
is considered. There was nothing very pro
mising in these doctrines that would even
tually build up a magnificent structure to 
be known as Buddhism, comprising the Hinayana
and the Mahayana.9 

Dr. Suzuki explains that this teaching of the Gautama Buddha 

was Buddhism as long as he was alive. For his disciples 

• did not distinguish between the per
son of their leader and his teaching; for 
the teaching was realized in the person 
and the person was livingly explained in 
the teaching. To embrace the teaching was 
to follow his steps -- that is to believe 
in him. His pres/ence among them was enough 
to inspire them and to convince them of the 
truth of his tea:ching •••10 

The same situation would exist or would have existed 

for the founder of any religi~n. But once the master died 



the identification of the person and the teaching l'Tould grad

uall be lost; the per$on liould be glorified (indeed, if not 

deified) and the teaching would grow proportionally. Dr. 

Suzuki explains this developement. 

But things went differently when his state
ly and inspiring personality was no more 
seen in the flesh. His teaching viTaS still 
there, his followers could recite it per
fectly from memory, but its personal con
nection vlith the author was lost, the liv
ing ehain which solidly united him and his 
doctrine as one Nas for ever broken. When 
they retlected on the truth of the doctrine 
they could not help thinking of their teach
er as a soul far deeper and nobler than 
themselves. The similarities that were con
sciously or unconsciously recognized as ex
isting in various forms between leader and 
disciple gradually vanished, and as they 
vanished, the other side -- that is, that 
which made him so distinctly different from 
his followers -- came to assert itself all 
the more emphatically and irresistibly. The 
result was the conviction that he must have 
come from~quite a unique spiritual source. 
The process of deification thus constantly 
went on until, some centuries after the 
death of the rJIaster, he became a iirect 
manifestation of the Supreme Being himself 
-- in fact, he was the Highest One in the 
flesh, in him there was a divine humanity 
in perfect realization. He ~,yas Son of God 
or the Buddha and Redeemer of the world. 
He will then be considered by himself in
dependently of his teaching; he 1vill occupy 
the center of interest in the eyes of his 
followers. The teaching is of course im
portant, but mainly as having come from the 
mouth of such an exalted spirit, and not 
necessarily as containing the truth of love 
or Enlightenment. Indeed, the teaching is 
to be interpreted in the light of the teach
er's divine personality. The latter now 
predominates over the whole system, he is 
the center whence radiate the rays of En
lightenment, salvation is only possible in 
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believing in him as savior. 

Around this personality or this divine nat
ure there will nOT;v grmt various systems of 
philosophy essentia~ly based on his own 
teaching, but more or less modified accord
ing to the ~piritual experiences of the 
disciples. ll 

In the case of the Gautama Buddha there immediately de

veloped the Thervada school (school of the Elders) which fol

lowed the precepts of the Master closely •. In accord with Dr. 

Suzuki's theory, as time passedithe .Mahayana (Larger Vehicle) 

school developed from the Thervada. (As is typical of a re

ligion with a new interpretation of their co~~on founder, the 

}fahayana Buddhists gave Thervada the name "Hinayana" or "Less

er Vehicle. II Though tlHinayana" is often used, Thervada is 

the more correct name.) 'I'hough the separation of the t,,,o 

schools ivas definite, it 1"1aS not so as the seeds of Mahayana 

were being planted in the Thervada milieu. It is evident that 

in the beginning there was no schism that Violently seperated 

these two schools. They developed s~de by side. Heinrich 

DUmoulin supports this viewpoint in his History: of Zen 

Buddhism;;he says, 

At no point in the history of Buddhism is 
it actually possible to demonstrate an up
heaval which might have brought about a 
radical break. Could there have been ex
ternal pressures that precipitated profound 
changes? Or did the innovations stem from 
a personality of genius? Today Buddhist re
search is inclined to regard the transition 
as gradual -- so gradual in fact that con
temporaries of the change ",vere initially 
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unaware of it. This assumption is justified 
by the many traces of Mahayana doctrine which 
appear here and there in early Budd~ist lit
erature. Much that is new in the Mahayana 
movement does not present itself as wholly 
original thought. It appears likely that 
in the period from Alexander to Augustus, 
intellectual and religious influences reach
ed Inkia from the Occident. The develope
ment is highly complex. But it can be re
garded as certain that Mahayana developed 
in organic connection with the whole of 
Buddhism, i.e., that it arose directly out 
of the Hinayanist schools.. From the sources 
it can be seen that for a long period of 
time the followers of both Vehicles lived 
peaceably side by side in the same monas
teries of the Hinayana observance. Intel; 
lectual-historical examination of the phil
osophic schools of Mahayana reveals that 
the ne1i<T movement rece!ved importa.nt influ
ences from without. 12 

But though the transformation was gradual or perhaps 

because it i1as so gradual, the gr01"7th of Mahayana thought 

brought about a change which touched practically all of the 

basic Buddhist concepts. Father Dumoulin gives examples of 

how thorrough this change was. 

In philosophy, the theory of the Dharmas,13 
shattered by criticism gives way to an ex
clusive monist doctrine. The new doctrine 
of virtue (paramita) "tvi th the contemplati ve 
summit of knowledge, is placed in the ser
vice of a higher wisdom. Nirvana is coupled 
to the cosmic Buddha-vision and as the goal 
of salvation, is equated with achieving 
Buddhahood. Bu~dha, nirvana and enlight
enment express the absolute side of reality, 
rrhose manifestation in the phenomenal world 
of samsara, in which all sentient beings go 
astray in their search for salvation. The 
Bodhisattval4 is presented as the embodi
ment of enlightenment. All these thoughts
and motifs converge.15 
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Huston Smith gives a schematic representation of the 

transformation Df Thervada to Mahayana Buddhism in his The 

Religions of Man; it is reproduced below. 

Thervada Mahayana 

Man as an individual r4an as involved' 'Vli th 
others 

1vlan on his ovm in the !' ')'<Ia.n not alone (salva
universe (emancipation tion by grace) 
by self effort) 
Key virtue: wisdom Key virtue: karuna, 
rprajna] compassion 
Religion a full time Religion relevant to 

"job (primarily for life-in the world (for 
monks) laymen as well) 
Ideal: the Arhat Ideal: the Bodhisattva 
Buddha a saint Buddha a savior 
Eschews metaphysics Elaborates metaphysics 
Eschei"Ts ritual Includes ritual 
Confines prayer to Includes petitionary 
meditation prayer 
Conservative LU!)'eral 16 

It is the Mahayana ideal of the Bodhisattva that later, 

through a process of mitosis that took centuries, became the 

nucleus of Zen. The Four Vows of the Mahayana Bodhisattva 

are recited twice ~aily by Zen monks. 

Mahayana proper came into existence only when the Great 

Vehicle was proclaimed in conscious opposition to the less 

valuable mhervada or Small Vehicle. Father Dumoulin thinks 

that 

. . • It is significant that this should 
occur in the sutras [discourses by the Buddha, 
or a disciple, accepted as authoritative 
teaching -- literal meaning -- "A thread on 
lt7hich . je1-fels are hung"], which claim relig
ious authority. The power unleashing the 
movement stems, not from philosophical spec
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ulation, but from the inspiration of spir
itual men. The sutras as the expression 
of the new religious consciousness are the 
direction force. 17 

And it is from these sutras that Zen takes its fibre, even 

though Zen has little respect for religious authority as such. 

The sutras are "without doubt the mother soil from which Zen 

sprang." 18 

Though it would be impossible in a volume of this size 

to treat of the true significance of all the sutras of Mahayana 

Buddhism, an attempt will be made to give an idea of the sig

nificance of two classes of sutras: the Prajnaparmita Sutras 

(of Transcendental IVisdom) and the Avatamsaka Sutras (of a 

religious cosmotheism). In addition to these two classes of 

sutras, special mention will be made of the Vimalikirti Sutra 

and the Lankavatara Sutra because these two sutras bear special 

significance for Zen. 

The Prajnaparamita Sutras are the oldest of the Mahayana 

sect, perhaps dating from the first century B. O. The most 

famous example of the sutras of this class is the Diamond 

Sutra. From it, it is possible to get an insight into the 

meaning of Prajnaparamita. In it we read: 

The Lord continued: tlvlha t do you think, 
Subhuti, can the Tathagata [Buddha who has 
attained oneness] be seen by the possession 
of his marks?" -- Subhuti replied: IINo 
indeed, 0 Lord. And why? What has been 
taught by the Tathagata as the possession 
of marks, that is truly a no-possession of 
no-marIes. rr 
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The Tathagata spoke of the "heap of merit" 
as a non-heap. That is how the Tathagata 
speaks of "heap of merit" •• 0 

The T', thagata has taught that the dharmas 
spectal to the Buddhas are just as not a 
Buddha:~s special dharmas • • ° 

Just that which the Tathagata has taught as 
the wisdom which has gone beyond, just that 
He has taught as not gone beyond 0, •• 

The Tathagata has taught that as the highest 
(parama) perfection (paramita). And what 
the Tathagata teaches as the highest wl:sdom, 
that also in~~merable Blessed Buddhas do 
teach • • 0 

As Father Dumoulin ~xplains: 

The Prajnaparamita Sutras Lead to the re
ligious experience in which both the empti
ness of things and their thusness are com
prehended, simultaneously and in one, as 
the passing darkness and the coming light. 
The Void is unutterable and unfathomable, 
without growth or diminution. Thusness is 
this matchless, perfect enlightenment. And 
this thusness neither increases nor decreasa~ 
~ In the same 1vay the sutra speaks of en
lightenment: "The perfection of kno1i1ledge 
is empty; it neither increases nor decreases. 1I 

Emptiness, thusness, and the wisdom of per
fect kno'Viledge all stand on the same plane, 
exalted above the fluctuation of change and 
thus compose the abs~aute state attained in 
mystical experience. 

And he continues a little later: 

The chief elements in the doctrine of 
Transcendental Wisdom -- negativism, par
adox, religious experience in~btuitive oog
nition, the comprehension of things in their 
thusness -- all flowed from the Prajnaparamita 
Sutras through Nagarjuna [fofJ1der of the 
Middle Way philosophy in the century A. D.;

" . 
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revered as a Bodhisattva throughout 
'Mahayana Buddhism] into Zen, embedding 
themselves deeply in its substance. 21 

These sutras have indeed embedded themselves deep into 

the substance of Zen. As Dr. Suzuki, in his 14:anual of Zen 

Buddhism, quotes the Shingyo (a sutra of the Prajnaparamita 

class), \';:rhich because of its short length is "read on almost 

all occasions l1 in Zen. The final paragraph of the Shingyo 

is of special significaBce to us here. It is quoted below. 

Therefore, one ought to knovr that the 
Prajnaparamita is the great Mantram~2 the 
Mantram of great wisdom, the highest Mantram, 
the peerless Mantram, which is capable of 
allaying all pain; it is truth because it 
is not falsehood: This is the Mantram pro
claimed in the Prajnaparamita. It runs: 
"Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhe, 
svahal" (0 Bodhi, gone gone, ~one to the 
other shore, landed at the other shore,
Svahal) 25 

Though the value of the Mantra is not a question to be set

tled here, the quote from the Shingyo does show that the 

Prajnaparamita Sutras do indeed flourish at the foundations 

of Zen. It is from these sutras, through Mahayana and through 

Nagajuna that Zen received its relish for transcendental wis

dom. And it is through these same sutras that Zen sati~ies 

this relish. 

A second class of sutras, ~ Avatamsaka Sutras, proclaim 

a religious cosmotheism. They depict the universal pres/ence 

of the Buddha. "In every particle of dust the ~~hole universe 

is contained, and every' particle of dust engenders all the 
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 pow'ers of the cosmos. For every particle of dust1:sqthe Buddh 

who in a single pore of his skin can reveal the history of all 

the worlds from their beginning until their destruction." 24 

It is easy to see that this reverence fDD the Buddha

reality of the universe would make the Avatamsaka Sutras ap

peal to one of,,-·Zennist persuasion, for 

• • , the religiously rooted conviction of 
divine unity of the universe permits the 
search for the fulfillment of onels own 
deepest being by fusion with nature. The 
natural phenomena:"in the flow of changing 
seasons determine the rhythm of physic life. 
With loving devotion the novice watches the 
hawk as it circles the mountain peak on 
whose slope the monastery rests. Every liv
ing baing and every minute thing is signif
icant, since even the tiniest thing contains 
the whole mystery, Reverence for the sanc
tity of the universe vibrates through Zen. 25 

It remains only to say that Zen received the AVatamsalca when 

the school of Hua-yen (Kegon in Japan) was completely assim

ilated bY, the Chinese Zen masters during the Sung era ( 960 

1279 ) when Zen was at the height of its developement in 

China. 26 

In the Vimalikirti Sutra Zen has exemplified for itself 

its own methods for the attainment of enlightenment. The 

sutra teaches rig~L meditation -- concentration of the spirit 

even while one is engaged in daily routine. It teaches the 

right kind of begging, and the right way to preach; in short, 

the sutra teaches constant awareness. At the climax of the 

sutra, Zen appears as the ultimate wis~om, Vimalikirti, a 

- to ? ._ 
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layman 1'iho has attained a high degree of enlightenment, is the 

central character of the sutra. After listening to the thou@~s 

.... of thirty-two Bodhisattvas on the doctrine of non-duality, 

Vimalikirti is asked to state his own view; he answers by re

maining absolutely silent. But this is the proverbial preg

nant silence; he remains silent because this is the only way 

to express the doctrine. IIThis is precisely the viewpoint of 

Zen. The unity which transcends all contradictions is un

utterable." 27 

The Lankavatara Sutra is important to a student of Zen, 

if for no other reason than that it was the sutra wh~ch 

Bodhidharma expressly recommended to his disciple, Hui-klo. 

The point of the sutra is to give another explanation of en

lightenment -- in this case a psychological explanation. The 

sutra text itself consists of the Buddha answering questions 

put to him by the Bodhisattva Mahamati -- one hundred and 

eight questions to be exact. The conspicuously irrational 

character of the answers demonstrates its close relationship 

to Zen. 

The central theme o~ the sutra is illustrated by the 

following extract quoted by Aldous Huxley in his The Perennial 

Philosophy. 

Those who vainly reason without under
standing the truth are lost in the jungle 
of the Vijnanas (the various forms of rel
ative knowledge), running about here and 
there and trying to justify their vieW" of 
ego-substance. 
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The self realised in your inmost conscious
ness appears in its purity; this is the 
Tathagata-garbha (literally, Buddha-womb), 
which is not the realm of those given over 
to'mere reasoning. • •. 

Pure in its own nature and free from the 
category of finite and infinite Universal 
Mind is the undefiled Buddha-womb, which is 
strongly apprehended by sentient beings. 

LanRavatara Sutra 28 

The pp~oeding does not mean to say that the sutras are 

accepted as authoritative. They are only, to use the phras

es of some of the Zen masters: "the finger pointing at the 

moon,n "an arrow pointing at the truth," "striking at the 

moon 1'1'i th a staff," or II scratching your foot which is cover

ed by a shoe." Indeed, the literal meaning of the Sanskrit 

word "sutra" is "a thread on which je1'Tels are strung. II It 

is not the s~ring that is valued, but the jewels. Zen would 

much rather have the jewels without the string if this were 

possible. 

Philip Kapleau, in his bOOK The Three Pillars of Zen, 

comments on the feeling of the masters on 1 the sutras. He 

says 

Zen • • • is the only sect which is associ
ated ",ith no one sutra, and this gives the 
masters freedom to use the scriptures as 
and w'hen they see fit or to ignore them en
tirely. In fact their attitude toward them 
is not unlike. that of a skilled physician 
toward drugs: he may prescribe one or more 
for a particular'illness or he may prescribe 
none. The familiar statement that ~en is a 
special transmission outside the scriptures, 
with no dependence upon words and letters, 
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only means that for the Zen sect Truth 
must be directly grasped and not taken on 
authority of even the sutras, much less 
in lifeless intellectual formulas or con
cepts. But the Japanese masters do not 
frown on sutra-reading after a disciple 
has attained Rensho rself awareness or 
first satori -- the !irst stage of en
lightenment] if it acts as a spur to full 
enlightenment. 29 

An etymological study of the name "Zen" uncovers the 

traces of the cultures that have influenced it. "Zen!! is a 

Japanese translation of the Ohinese 1oford "ch' anI! which in 

turn is a translation of the Sanskrit "dhyana,1I meaning med

itation that leads to insight. As is of.ten the case, the 

etymology of a "Tord, in capsule form, gives the history of 

what it names. Now that we have an understanding of the 

pre-Ohina history of Zen, we should now turn to a discussion 

of the special effect that Zenls sojourn in China had on the 

develo~/ment of this branch of Buddhism. 

In 520 A. D. Bodhidharma came from the west into China, 

carrying with him the seed of Mahayana Buddhism, which when 

planted in the fertile soil of China would yield the flower 

of Zen. Though the BodhiQ.harma is honored as the founder 

of Zen in China, he ~rJas not the first to bring the Mahayanist 
,

doctrine to China, for the sect had been seeping into Ohina 

for centuries. Nor was he the onefrTho caused the spread of 

Zen across China, but he is none-the-Iess the father of Zen; 

he planted the seed that was to bloom after a period of ger

mination. 

- llo 



Father Dumoulin gives a ~ood example of the readiness of 

the Chinese mentality and of the fertility of their culture 

for the quietly potent seed of Zen. He explains it thus: 

The relationship of Chinese to Indian " 
Buddhism has been variously interpreted. 
In contrast to the European scholars who, 
approaching the matter from their studies 
of India, attributed little originality to 
Chinese Buddhism, educated Chinese of the 
early centuries found in Buddhism, as in 
Taoism and Confucianism, so full an ex
pression of their own genius that these 
three teachings together came to be re
garded as representative of the religi
ous mind of Ohina. Thus for the Buddhist 
terms they coined Chinese equivalents. 
The Primal Nothingness (pew-wei) of Taoism 
prepared the way for the understanding of 
the Buddhist negativism of the Nonego, 
the \foid, and nirvana. The Middle Way 
of the Mahayanist philosophy was prefig
ured in the teaching of Nonacting (wu-wei). 
In their enlightenment (samQodh~) Buddhists 
grasped the Absolute, which classic (: 
Chine se thinlcers had conceived as the Great 
One (t'ai-yi). 30 

In another place Father Dumoulin points out the special. 
-- \ 
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kinship between China's indigenous Taoism and the Bud~ism 

from the ';'Te st. 

- The root for the striking kinship between 
the basic ideas of Buddhism and Taoism 
lies in the naturalistic apprehension of 
the world and of life which inspires the 
Mayayanist sutras as well as Chinese think
ers such as Chuang-tzu and Lao-tzu. The 
naturalistic germ of l\l{ahayana Buddhism 
found more congenial possibilities for de
velopement in the spiritual climate of 
China than in the country of its origin, 
India. Whereas the Indians were inhib
ited by their agonizing struggle for sal
vation, the Chinese, who desired nothing 

- 17



so much as to penetrate the secrets of nat
ure, abondoned themselves completely to the 
Taoist-Buddhist naturalism. 31 

Bodhidharma himself seemed to have realized what would hap

pen to his doctrine of the v[ay vThen he said: 

Originally I came to this land 

To transmit the Dharma and to save from error. 

A flower with five petals opens; 

Of itself the fruit will ripen. 32 

From Bodhidharma, the First Patriarch, there is a line 

of succession of patriarchs: Hui-klo, the second ( 487 

593 ); Seng-ts l an, the third ( died 606 ); Taohhsin, the 

fou~th ( 580 - 651 ); Hung-jen, the fifth ( 601 - 674); and 

then Hui-neng, the sixth ( 638 - 713). During the time 

from the Bodhidharma to Hui-neng, the school of Zen was grow

ing; from the time of Hui-neng the sect of Zen was firmly 

implanted. There is good reason to call Hui-neng the actual 

founder of Zen as such. He caused the northern school of 

Shen-hsiu with its doctrine of meditating on the sutras for 

enlightenment to split off from his own soUthern school which, 

though it makes use of the sutras, does not have any great 

respect for an# kind of dogmatic teaching. 

The split is exemplified by Hung-jen's transmission of 

the mantel and rice bowl of Buddha to the one who should suc

ceed him. (This is the mantel and bowl that had been passed 

from Buddha through the patriarchs of Zen in India to 

Bodhidharma -- it symbolized the message that Buddha had 
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transmitted to I-~ahakasyapa in the flmfer sermon.) Hung-jen, 

in order to pick a successor, asked all his monks to compose 

a gatha (stanza or verse) showing their degree of enlighten

ment. Shen-hsiu, the most learned of the monks, posted his 

gatha on the wall of the meditation hall. 

The body is a Bodhi-tree 

The soul a shining mirror: 

Polish it with study 

Or dust will dull the image. 33 

No other monk dared compete with the chief monk, except for 

Hui-neng, a lowly grain pounder in the mo~astery, with no 

education, who read Shen-hsiuls gatha. The next morning he 

posted his O'im next to it. 

The Bodhi is not a tree; 

There is no shining mirror. 

Since All begins with Nothing 

Where can dust collectY 34 

Hung-jen passed the bmvl and mantel to Hui-neng. 

From this point on, Zen is established. Hui-neng, want

ing to emphasize that the vessel of Zen iv-as not physical, dis

continued the passing on of the bowl and mantel. The north

ern school of Shen-hsiu lasted only a short time after Shen

hsiuls death, being torn by forces from the outside. The 

southern school assimilated all its remnants. 35 

After the Buddhist persecution in China under Emperor 

rJu-tsung in the .345, Zen was the only branch of Buddhism 
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that still flourished. It was during this time that the 

South Chinese Zen developed into the "Five Houses" of five 

traditions.l$ All five sects developed in a little more than 

a century. Listed in order of appearance they are: the 

Wei-yang sect, the Yun-men sect, the Lin-chi sect, the 

Ts'ao-tung sect, and the Fa-yen sect. Of the five, only two 

survived for any length of time. These are the Lin-chi sect 

and the Ts'aq-tung sect, both still present today, though 

today they are called by their Japanese names in the vrest 

(Rinzai and Soto Zen respectively). It was these two houses 

that carried the mainstream of the Zen message. 

Though the Spirit of Zen is not dependent on the physical, 

its methodology is, and it is for this reason that we must 

discuss these two schools. As Father Dumoulin states, 

• • • Zen has never existed in pure exper
ience only, without admixture of theoreti
cal teachings of methodical practice, as:"":tt 
has sometimes been idealized. It could not 
exist in that fashion, for mysticism, like 
all other human experience, is dependentG 
on the actual conditions of human life. 37 

So a discussion of these two schools will be considered re

quisite. The methods of the two schools will be discussed 

in greater detail in the next chapter. Suffice it to say 

here that the Soto school and the Rinzai school may be dis

tinguished by the phrases "gradual enlightenment" and "sudden 

enlightenment" respectively. Both schools seek the same 

enlightenment; they approach the task of attaining it in 



different ways, however. 

In the Rinzai sect we find the dynamic
character of the koan experiment and of 
lightning-like enlightenment, while the 
Soto school is characterized by a pre
ference for silent sitting in zazen and 
the quiet deeds of everyday life. It 
appears in Japan that adherence to one 
sect or the other is determined largely 
by the spiritual bent of the monks, who 
are inherently suited to one tradition 
or the other and persue enlightenment in 
a way appropriate to their character. 
Thus one can find in the temples of the 
Soto sect men of brilliant wit and dy
namic character ivho devote themselves to 
the koan exeroises, while on the other 
hand certain Rinzai monks of subdued 
character can scarcel~ be distinguished
from Soto disciples. 3'( 

So we pass now to a discussion of the methods of Zen. 
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Footnotes 

ID. T. Suzuki, Essays in ~ Buddhism First Series, 
p. 	167. 

2Ibid., p. 170. 

3Huston Smith, The Religions of Man, p. 129. 

4T-he:.:Foiln:ifrdd Noblei.Truth: 
".."'-'< 	 "-"'~--~'J • 

1) 	No one can deny that existence invol
ves a great deal of suffering for all 
human creatures. 

2) 	 This suffering and general disatis
faction come to human beings becau.se 
they are possessive, greedy, and, 
above all, self-.~tered. 

3) 	Egocentrism, poss%veness and greed 
can, however, be understood, over
come and rooted out. 

4) 	 This rooting out can be brought 
about by following a rational Eight
fold Path of behavior in thought, 
word and deed that will create a 
salutary change in viewpoint. 
( Nancy Wilson Ross, Three Ways of 
Asian Wisdom, p. 91. ) 

5The Twelvefold Chain of Oausation: 

1) ignorance ( avidya ) 

2) deed ( samskara ) 

3) consciousness ( vijnana )

4) name and form ( namarupa )

5) six sense organs ( sadayatana )

6) contact ( sparsa ) 

7) sense-perception ( nedana )

8) desire ( trishna ) 

9) attachment ( upadana ) 


10) being ( bhava ) 

11) birth ( jati ) 

12'} old age and death ( jaramarana ) 


~ D. T. Suzuki, Manual of Zen 
Buddhism, pp. 29 -30. r- --

6The Eightfold Path of Righteous Living: 

1) First, you must see clearly what 

http:becau.se


2) Next decide to be cured. 

3) You must act and 

4) speak so as to aim at being cured. 

5) Your livelihood must not conflict 


with your therapy.
6) 	 That therapy must go forward at 

the "staying speed" the critical 
velocity that can be sustained. 

7) You must think about it incessant
ly, and 

8) learn how to contemplate with the 
deep mind. -- -
r-Three-ways of Asian Wisdom, p. 91. ) 

7Non-ego doctrine of Anatman: ~he denial of a per
manent unchanging self. 

8Nirvana: the attainment of final enlightenment; 
freedom from the birth-death cycle of samsara. 

9D. T. Suzuki, ££. cit., p. 48. 

lODe T. Suzuki, Zen Buddhism, p. 30. 

ll~., pp. 30 - 31. 

12Heinrich Dumoulin, History of Zen Buddhism, PP. 
20 - 21. 

13Dharma: the law, which, together with Buddha and 
Sangha [the Buddhist monastic assembly] forms the three 
Ratnas or treasures of Buddhism. 

14The Bodhisattva: one who has attained enlighten
ment. but chooses to remain among men to fulfill his VO"l'1 

of helping all life to attain salvation. The vows of 
the Bodhisattva, the Four VOlfrs, are given below. As 
old as Mahayana Buddhism, and now a part of Zen Buddhism, 
they are recited three times in succession at the c10se 
of zazen. 

I} Sentient beings are countless, I 
vow to save them all. 

2) Tormenting passions are innumerable, 
I vow to uproot them all. 

3) 	The gates ( i.e. levels of truth) 
of the Bharma are manifold, I vow 
to pass thr0ugh them all. 

4) 	 The Buddha's way is peerless, 
vow:to realize it. 
( Philip Kapleau, The Three Pillars 
of Zen, p. 331. ) 
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15Heinrich Dumoulin, History £f ~ Buddhism, pp.
21 - 22. 
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19Heinrich Dumoulin, ~. cit., pp. 34 - 35. 


20Ibid., p. 36. 


21Ibid., pp. 36 - 37. 


22Mantram: a sacred sound -- like the OM of the 
Hindus -- which embodies some supernatmral power. From 
Mantrayana, an offshoot of Buddhism of little i~portance, 
these Mantra are given to the disciple at the time he 
enters under a master's guidance. Once the disciple's 
mind has been properly attuned, the vibrations of this 
sound are said to lift his mind to gigher demensions. 

23D. T. Suzuki, Manual of Zen Buddhism, p. 27. 
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Chapter II 


Zen's Striving 


A speoial transmission outside the Soriptures; 


No dependence upon words and letters; 


Direct pointing to the soul of man; 


Seeing into one's own nature and the attain


ment of Buddhahood. l 

Like every religion, Zen has its own special methods 

to attain the ideal that it holds before its followers. 

And in Zen the methods that it offers are some of; the 

chief di{ferances between it and the other Buddhist sects. 

But of course, al:, is evident from the preceding chapter, 

the distinction is far deeper than methods. But in the 

case of Zen the methods are bound up in the very fibre 

of the religion, perhaps more than is the case with other 

Buddhist religions. It is certain that without satori 

( enlightenment ) there would be no Zen, for satori is 

If ••• the Alpha and the Omega of Zen Buddhism."2 And the 

tw.o ohief methods of Zen training, the koan and zazen, are 

so intimately bound up with satori that it would be im

possible to speak of one without mentioning the other two. 

Therefore it is mandatory that we discuss the Zen koan 

and zazen before attempting any oomprehensive treatment 



of satori. 

We shall proceed by first obtaining a limited under

standing of satori ( in order to have some comprehension 

of the goal of the koan and zazen). After this brief 

canvassing of satori we shall discuss first zazen and then 

the koan. After we nave gained some penetration into these 

two Zen devices, we shall attempt a further explanation of 

satori. 

To try to explain satori is from the outset a task 

which cannot be carried to completion. For satori is an 

experience, called a religious experience by some, but ad

mitted by all to be a persomal experience. Through the 

enlightenment of satorfu, the Zen student realizes in a 

flash of insight the meaning of creation, the unity of 

Opposites, the harmony of contradictions. In short, satori 

is an insight int<b the nature of "self."3 

Satori is the goal of the Zen student's long hours of 

zazen meditation, of his brain ~racking struggle with un

solvable koans, of the bodily pain so frequently adminis

tered in order ·to help him break fTee from bodily desires. 

Satori is the essence of the Zen sect it is satori that 

is the flower sermon; it was satori that was the message 

of Bodhidharma; it was because of satori that Hui'ilineng was 

chosen over Shen-hsiu to be the sixth patriarch. It comes 

close to the truth to say that satori is Zen • 

.- d. 7 



Zazen -- Dynamic Meditation 

Zazen of Zen meditation is a tool of the Zennists to 

help man liberate himself from his bodily perceptions and 

to become one iiith the universe.. Hugo Enomiya-Lassalle 

explains this. 

Every man is, more or less, dependent on 
his sensitive perceptions; many people up 
to eighty per cent. They react spontaneous
ly to such perceptions. In the remaining 
twenty per cent, they are directed by their 
minds~ They are unfree eighty percent of . 
the time and free only twenty percent be
cause only the mind makes man free, not the 
senses. Through enlightenment and, somehow, 
even while en route to it, this proportion 
is changed. If man is directed one hundred 
per cent by his mind, he is then one hundred 
per cent free. He is then a spiritual 
man ( homo spiritualis). Through the prac
tice of Za-zen and especially through en
lightenment, the external senses are drawn 
inside, as it were, and are brought under 
the control of the spir1t. 4 

Thus zazen is an instrument, an instrument that seeks to 

put the bodily senses in subordination to the mind. When 

this is understood as its acknowledged purpose, the depth 

of the method of zazen is more easily fathomed. 

This subordination of the senses 1s reflected in the 

life of Dogen, the founder of the Soto sect in Japan and 

the father of the practice of zazen. He says, "The dis

ciple who seeks the Way must free kimself from all thought 

of personal honor and gain. Fearless of the future, he is 

to concern himself only w'i th the present. "5··e 



4It In his advocation of zazen as a method to help attain en

lightenment coupled with the wide spread growth of the 

Soto sect in J'apan, Dogen is called the father of the 

practice -- though it is actually a developement of yoga 

procedures. 6 Zazen had been a part of Zen from the very 

beginning -- Bodhidharma practiced it for nine years in 

one sitting according to the legend and urged his discip

les to practice it. Meditation became the identifying 

mark of Ohlan and later of Zen, as their names, both 

translations of the Sanskrit "dhyana" ( dynamic meditation 

indicate. 

Dagen explains how to achieve success in zazen med

itation. 

If you wish to attain enlightenment, begin 
at once to practice zazen. For this medi
tation a quiet chamber is neccessa~y, while 
food and drink must be taken in moderation. 
Free yourself from all attachments, and bring 
to rest the ten thousand things. Think of 
neither good nor evil and judge not right 
or wrong. Maintain the flo1f of mind, of 
will, and of consciousness; bring to an end 
all desires, all concepts and judgments. 
Do not think about how to become a Buddha. 

In terms of procedure, first put dmvn a 
thick pillow and on ton of this a second 
( round) one. One may choose either a 
full or half cross-legged position. In the 
full position one places the right foot on 
the l~ft thigh~and the left foot on the 
right thigh. In the half position only the 
left foot is placed upon the right thigh. 
Robe and belt should be worn loosely, but 
in order. The right hand rests on the left 
foot, while the back of the left hand rests 
in the palm of the right. The two thumbs 



are placed in ju~taposition. 

The body must be maintained upright, iii th
out inclining to the left or to the right, 
forward or backward. Ears and shoulders, 
nose and navel must be Rept in alignment 
respectively. The tongue is to be kept 
against the palate, lips and teeth are 
kept firmly closed, while the eyes are to 
be kept always open. 

Now that the bodily position is in order, 
regulate your breathing. If a wish arises, 
take note of it and then dismiss it. In 
practicing thus persistently you will for
get all attachments and concentration will 
come of itself. That is the art of zazen. 
Zazen is the Dharma gate of great rest and 
joy.7 

The eyes are to be kept focused on a wall or on a spot 

on the floor about five feet in front of the disciple. 

( For a more detailed explanation of the details of the 

practice of zazen see Zen: Way 12 Enlightenment by H. M. 

Enomiya-Lassalle.) The disciple is kept alert by an

other monk or master who walks through the hall contin

uously, dealing out blows with a stick to anyone who 
I 

might seem to be drowsy. 

The state of the mind in zazen is more difficult to 

describe. One should not meditate on how to become a 

Buddha or consciously seek enlightenment. But one ;'must 

tlBring to an end all deSires, all concepts and judgements. 1I 

Father Dumoulin quotes the writings of Dogen to explain 

the mental state during meditation. Dogen told this 

story: 
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Once a monk asked the master Yao-shan, "Of 
what does one think while sitting?" Yao-shan 
replied, "One should think of nonthinking." 
To this the monk answered, "How does one 
think of nonthinking?" "Through superthink
ing," came the reply.8 

It is the many misunderstandings of the state of mind 

of zazen that has caused many to charge Zen with being a 

form of quietism. But this utterly misses any point of 

accuracy in interpretation. Nancy i-Tilson Ross quotes tyro 

Zen poems which relate the essence of mazen. 

Sitting quietly, doing nothing, 

Spring comes and the grass grows by itself. 


In the landscape of spring . • . 

The flQ10vering branches. grow naturally 

Some long, some short." 


Miss Ross explains that, "Neither poem is meant to suggest 

a mere passive acceptance but rather a dynamic realization 

of the great unified harmony that underlies all the phen

omina of existence."9 

Father Dumoulin explains this seeming contradiction 

of thinking and non-thinking. 

Enlightenment is to be found in thinking as 
well as in nonthinking, since originally 
thinking is without object or a nature of 
its own, while nonthinking connotes no mere 
void. Thinking and nonthinking are render
ed translucent in a transcendent state in 
which i_both thinking and nonthinkt 1 ; 

ing are contained. During the sitting ex
ercise the mind is fully at rest as the 
mirrorlike surface of a lake stirred by no 

iJ • 
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breeze, transparent to the bottom a nd com,? 
posed in itself. In this state one can 
"lcnow without touching things,1t that is, 
without making things into objects in one's 
oonsciousness. It is in this way that things 
can be known in their proper essence, jus~ 
as they are, not as ob.J.ects in relati~8 to 
subject but in their primal thusness. 

If one agrees that it is through suffering that we 

grow and grow most propitiously, then he must admit that 

this wholesale denial of the concern~for the body, and 

indeed, the soul, is a most potent approach to solving 

the problem ¢If the grDlvth of mants spirit. D. T. Suzuki, 

a master of the Rinzai sect in Japan, rejoices that this 

pain of life is ineradicable, that life is Itafter all 

arguing, a painful struggle. 1t He says this is providential. 

"For the more you suffer the deeper gro-;;.;rs your charact.er, 

and with the deepening of your character you read the more 

penetratingly into the secrets of life." II And this abil

ity to read the secrets of lire more deeply is the goal of 

zazen, indeed of Zen itself. It is for this reason that 

the Zen disciples willingly undergo the strenuous and pain

ful "Dharma gate of great rest and joy." 

As was pointed out in the first chapter, the practice 

of zazen is primarily associated with the Sote sect, but 

it is used in the Rinzai sect as well. Indeed, if we take 

Father Lassalle's advice, it 1fTould be used uniiTersally. 

In Rinzai Zen, the meditation of zazen is co~pled with the 

<'·'e use of the Roan. A disciple is given a Koan on entering 

I. 



the monastery and it is his lob to solve it. He should 

be constantly aCI-rare of the koan and especially during zazen., 

Thus we see here again that enlightenment for the Rinzai 

is looked upon as a sudden flash -- and no wonder; they 

attack enlightenment by the most active means they can de

vise. But still they "do not think about how to become 

a Buddha," they simply attack the koan -- enlightenment 

will follow. But as was pointed out in the last chapter, 

these two schools are not so easily distinguished since 

there is a free mixing of their individual techniques to 

mutual benefit. 

The purpose of zazen generally is to put the mind in 

the right attitude, to put the "ten thousand things" ( world

ly distractions ) out of mind ,i'!out of consciousness, out of 

desire so that the "self" can emerge -- so that the ego

shell can be smashed and swept aside. This too is the pur

pose of many of the other less-well-known methods of the 

Zen masters for helping their disciples toward enlig~ten

mente 

These methods may be divided into two classes: I Verbal 

Method and II Direct Method. The first class may be further 

divided into six examples of the verbal method: paradox, 

going beyond opposites, contradiction, affirmation, rep

itition and exclamation. l2 The use of this wide range of 

expression of the message of Zen is often incomprehensible 

to one who is unfamiliar with Zen's goal. But once satori 
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The koan, as Philip Kapleau explains, obtains its 

name from the word for a Chinese legal case which has es

tablished a precedent. 14 This fact leads us to consider 

the origin of the koans themselves, because once a koan 

has been used, it is likely to be used for a long time to 

.G.ome. Isshu Miura and Ruth Fuller Sasaki explain the de

velop'ment of the use of the koan in their book ~ Zen 

~. 

The masters of earliest Zen discerned that the doc

trines of Buddhism did not contain the object of their yearn

ings -- they had to look elsewhere for satori. 

The satori or enlightenment that the old 
masters experienced was eneffable and in
communicable. It had not come about as the 
result of thinking or reasoning. It was, 
indeed, an experience beyond and above the 
intellect. Understanding this only too well, 
they did not, on the whole, attempt to de
scribe their experiences in words. They 
knew that verbal explanations were useless 
as a means of leading their students to the 
realization itself. They had to devise 
other means. 15 

The means that they developed was the koan. While the 

roshi was trying to get his disciples to reach satori, 

he would need to know the extent of their progress. He 

would ask them a question; by the answer he would be able 

to tell how close they were to enlightenment. Even after 

the student had experienced satori, the master used these 

questions to judge the depth of that experience. Thus the 

http:precedent.14
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 has been attained, the paradox resolves itself, opposites 

coincide, contradiction doesn't exist, repetition and ex

clamation are no longer needed, and affirmation becomes 

redundant. However, even after satori has been attained, 

zazen is still practiced, because there is always the de

sire to attain a deeper experience of it. 13 

The Koan -- The Sense of Nonsense 

At this very moment what was the appearance 
of your face before your father and mother 
were born? 

Hui-neng 

Question: Has the dog a Buddha nature or 

not? 

Ansvler: Mu! 


Joshu 

Listen to the sound of the Single Hand 
Clapping. 

Hakuin 

In discussing the methods of Zen, the Zen koan has 

to have first place in the interest of Westerners. The 

strange qU~$tions and the even stranger answers seem to 

hold a special fascination for the ~estern mind. But to 

the student of Zen the koan is not to be taken in such a 

light manner -- he knows that it is his path to satori. 

The student is alsos-"rlare that if he does not solve the 

koan, he must face his master ( roshi ) in the koan inter

view { sanzen and suffer his stern admonition, perhaps 

even his blm1's.-e 
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koans became the criteria of attainment. 16 

These questions and some of the masters' answers to 

them were being gathered into collections as early as the 

tehth century. Through these collections there became 

available many more koans from which the master could 

choose. But this system also brought a problem with it. 

ln the beginning, there was only the confrontation of the 

student with his master. The master gave the student a 

koan and demande d an immediate answer -- it was his mm 

personal problem. But vlhen many of the }coans had been writ

ten down ( with some of their answers ), the student could 

study them at his leisure. Thus the immediacy of the one 

koan was lost and the problem of an intellectual handling 

of the ,koan spread. It is still a problem today. 

In this intellectualizing, the student undoes the work 

of the koan, for the purpose of the koan is to overcome or 

go beyond logic. 

By forcing reason to ~restle with what from 
its normal point of view is flat absurdity, 
by compelling it to conjoin incompatibles, 
Zen tries to reduce it to the frantic con
di tion of throw'ing itself against its traIls 
with the desperation of a cornered rat. By 
paradox and puzzle it lvill provoke , excite, 
baffle, and exhaust the mind until it sees 
that thinking is never more than thinking 
about, or feeling more than feeling about. 
Then having brought the subject to an intel
lectual and emotional impasse, it counts on 
a flash of sudden insight tb bridge the gap 
between second- and first-hand experience. 
The koans' contradictions increase pressure 
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in the trainee's mind until the structures 
of ordinary reason collapse comPletelYiclearing the way for sudden intuition. 7 

It is no doubt due to the lesson learned from this 

mista.ke that Zen has since had no respect for dogmatic 

author-ity. 

After all, creeds, dogmas and philosophical 
systems are only ideas about the truth, in 
the same way as words are not facts but only 
about facts, whereas Zen is a vigorous at
tempt to come into direct contact with the 
truth itself without allowing theories to 
stand between the knower and the known. In 
a certain sense Zen is feeling life instead 
of feeling something about life; it has no 
patience with second-hand wisdom, with some
one else's description of a spiritual exper
ience, or with mere conceptions and beliefs. 
While second-hand wisdom is valuable as a 
signpost pointing the way, it is too easily 
taken for the path itself or even for the 
goal. So subtle are the ways in which des
criptions of truth may pose as truth itself 
that Zen is often a form of iconoclasm, a 
breaking down of the mere intellectual images 
of the living realety , knowable only by per
sonal experience. l 

The koan reached its maturity in the eighteenth cen

tury under the 1nfluence of the Rinzai master Hakuin 

( 1686 - 1769 ). He gave ne'lv life to the decadent schools 

in Japan through severe discipline and exhorting his dis

ciples to zazen practice and deeper and deeper experience 

of koan study. His teaching has been summed up in this 

way: 

Men must realize Absolute Mind through their 
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zazen practice and their kean study;
through continued zazen practice, koan 
study, and daily life tha¢ realization 
must be ever deepened so that it may be 
made visible in every thought, word, and 
act, whatsoever these may be. Morality 
is the foundation stone of practice; with
out morality there can be no true practice 
and therefore no true attainment. Ang., 
finally, health of body must be preserved 
in order to carry the practice to its com
pletion. 19 

The quest for enlightenment, this personal experienoe 

of reality, is, like all man's endeavors, subject to the 

ebb and flow of his interest and his passion. And the 

quest for enlightenment is the mostiiiffioult journey upon 

which a man can embark. In order to make sure that his in

terest will be kept alive in the periods when passion fails 

is a part of the purpose of the koan. The seemingly un

solvable problem goads the disciple on mercilessly, leav

ing him no time to escape its burden. To use the image of 

one of the masters, the struggle with the koan is like a 

mosquito trying to bite an iron bar~" The koan is a w'ell 

suited method for instruction on the road to enlightenment. 

In his essay liThe Human Situation and Zen Buddhism," 

Richard De Martino gives a psychological accounting of this 

struggle with the koan. 

The inability of the koan to be resolved as 
an object by the ego as subJeot is, in faot, 
precisely the inability of the ego as ego 
in its subjeot-object bifurcation to resolve 
the existential contradiction which is that 
bifuroatio? For the student, the given 
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koan, also, is now, like the natural koan, 
a, mode or expression of the actual "ques
tion!! or quandry of the ego itself, and 
the struggle for its IIsolution" an equal
ly torturing life-and-death struggle. The 
koan thus comes to be, as regards the stu
dent, a living crisis, taking over as the 
central and exclusive concern of his entire 
being. His confronting it is, indeed, his 
con~ronting his own predicament in all of 
its immediate and burning urgency. Not 
able to cope i-v1 th it, he truly "feels his 
internals altogether put out of order as if 
a fiery ball swallowed down could not read
ily be ejected.!! 20 

Zen's awareness of the individual is worth noticing 

at least in passing. The individual is and is not at the 

same time. One doesn't know who he is only that he is, and 

that is all he needs to know. D. T. Suzuki illustrates this 

point by the example of Bodhidharma being asked who he i"Tas, 

••• he said, "I do not know." This was 
not because he could not explain himself, 
nor was it because he i'Tanted to avoid any 
verbal controversy, but just because he 
did not know what or who he was, save that 
he tms what he was and could not be any

athing else. 20

But Zen is parti cularly interested in;'lthe lndividual, for it 

is of the individual that Zen demands answers to the dilAm

mas of the koans. The anSl'ITers given to these dilemmas must 

be from the depths of the nature of the individual -- not 

just pratting the answer that someone else has given to the 

problem. Zen disdains imitation and mimicry; it demands the 

self. 

In ~~~ the authors explain the degrees of the 
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4It koan -- for there are five types. They are given to the 

student in a series of increasing difficulty in order to 

deepen his experience of satori. The first contact with 

a koan is made when the disciple meets the master for the 

first time. The master gives the student a koan and de

mands an answer. In this wayrthe level of enlightenment 

of the student is discovered. The student, in a flash of 

intuition after long andarduou$ struggles gains an in

sight into the kcarn. Then the master gives him another 

of greater difficulty. This process is repeated until the 

disciple has passed through the five stages by the aid of 

the koans. 

In the first class of koans, the Hosshin koans, the 

student gains his first glimpse into the realm of his own 

true nature, the Dharmakaya or in Japanese the Hosshin. 

Through the kikan koans, the disciple makes his way through 

the interlockings that comprise the realm of differentia

tion, and enters the inner sanctuary where Reality becomes 

increasingly distinct. The object of the Gonsen koans is 

to give the student an appreciation of the importance of 

words. 

Up to this point the object of the koans has been to 

help the disciple escape his own ego. But now he must not 

only escape the cage of his own ego, he must enter in to 

the cave of the Dharma and grasp the final experience of 

the patriarchs. The nanto koans have been named well, 
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'e nanto means "difficult to pass through. II After having mas

tered the Hosshin koans and having experienced kensho ( first 

satori ), the student moved through the multifold interlock

ings of the kikan koans, and mastered the enigmatic words of 

the patriarchs in the gonsen koans, but he still finds him-

self far away from the experience of satori. The trainee 

recalls the words of Hakuin: 

~y advice to you emmenent persons who 
study this profound ts.aching is this: 
You resolute men must dauntlessly dis-
play your sptrit and attain insight into 
your real nature once. But, the moment 
your inSight into your Oiin nature has be
come perfectly clear, discard the insight 
you have attained, and settle these nanto 
koans. Then you will understand beyond the 
question of a doubt the words of the :r.Urvana 
Sutra 1..hen it says: IIAll the Buddhas and 
World Honored Ones see their Buddha-nature 
with their own eyes as clearly as they see 
the mango fruit lying in the palms of their 
hands." Furthermore, you will penetrate' 
into the patriarchs' final experience. 21 

To obtain an idea of the difficulty of these nanto 

koans, a few of them have been reproduced below. 

Riku Ko: "The Dharma Master Jo has said: 
'Heav.en-and-Earth and I have one and the 
same source; the ten thousand things and 
I have one and the same body.' Is this not 
extraordinary?" 
Nansen: "When men of today look at this 
flower, it seems to them like a dream." 

Goso Hoen: "It is lilte a water buffalo's 
passing through a window lattice. Its 
head, horns, and four hoofs have all pass-
ed through. "lflhy can't its tail pass through?fI 

Enkan Osho: "Fetch me my rhinoceros-horn 
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fan. 11 


Attendant: "The fan is broken." 

Enkan Osho: "If the fan has been broken, 

then bring me the rhinoceros itself." 


When the student has succeeded in passing through 

these and many other nanto koans, without any hesitation or 

doubt, he ,,;rill have reached the Dharma-"JOrld iv-here each 

thing interpenetrates and harmonizes perfectly with every 

other thing without ant hindrance whatsoever, the realm of 

complete effortlessness. 22 

But even now the study and meditation on the koans 

has not been exhausted. There is a fifth class of koans, 

the goi koans, through the mastery of which the Zen devotee 

passes through the Five Ranks of the Apparent and Real: The 

Apparent,within the Real, The Real within the Apparent, The 

Coming from within the Real, The Arrival at Mutual Integra

tion, and finally Unity Attained. 

It is of the utmost importance for the student to pass 

through these Five Ranks, to atta~n penetrating .insight into 

each of them and to be totally without doubt, hesitation, or 

fixation. But, though the personal study of the Five Ranks 

comes to an end, the Buddha-way stretches endlessly on and 

there are no resting places on it. The Gates of the Dharma 

are manifold. 23 

It would seem fro"m the preceding discussion that the 

study of the Zen koan is very systematized, but this not the 

case. D. T. Suzuki says this in his An Introduction to Zen 



4It' 
 Buddhism. Himself a Rinzai master, he says of the preceding 

method of koan study:. 

It [enlightenment] is not to be attained 
by merely climbing up the gradation:)of the 
koans one after another, as is usually prac
ticed by followers of the Rinzai school. 
The number really has nothing to do with it; 
the neoessary requirements are faith and ,. 
personal effort, without whioh Zen is a 
mere bubble. 24 

Yuan-~TU did not agree W'i th the progressive-difficulty 

system of koan study either. He saw it as leading to the 

problem of intelleotualization. He said, "If you understand 

a single koan right now, you can clearly understand all the 

teachings of the ancients as well as those of the men of to

day. 1125 The Zen masters who do not and those who did not 

agree this progressive study were ooncerned over the poss

ibility, to use a Zen metaphor, of mistaking the finger 

pOinting at the moon for the moon itself. In The Spirit 

of Zen Alan W. I'latts takes this stand too; he says, 

••• it must be remembered that Za-zen 
and the Koan are not, in themselves, the 
objectives of the Zen life. They are a 
form of spiritual gymnastics to assist in 
bringing about a certain experience, and 
when that experiexce has been attained, 
the devioe~6used for produoing it oan be 
discarded. 

Thus the koans are, in relation to satori, only tools. In 

fact, in relation to satori, everything in Zen is looked upon 

as guides, helps, methods, tools -- lithe finger pointing at 
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·-e the moon. II 

The purpose of the koans, of the beatings, 
of the commentaries, is to break the mind 
of logic. What the master vTants of the 
pupil is not understanding in any usual 
sense. He wants to "burst the bag,1I and 
drive the pupil with whole-souled precip
itation into the Great Emptiness, the Great 
Stillness -- "iv-here all things stand wi th
out being touchable; Khere all sounds are, 
without being heard. 2"( 

In short, to literally force the mind of the student into 

satori. 

Satori -- Seeing Into Onels Own Nature 


HOrT wondrously supernatural, 

And how miraculous this! 

I draw water, and I carry fuel! 


P'ang-yun 

In Ja:'planese the idea for enlightenment is expressed 

by the vTord "satori tl or by "kensho'~" The two i.vords are usual

ly used interchangably, but when a distinction is made, it is 

that satori is a deeper experience of enlightenment. 28 Any 

attempt to define the state of satori however would be doomed 

t~ failure; there can be no univocal expression of enlighten

ment. 

Is satori something that 1s not at all 
capable of intellectual analysis? Yes, 
it is an experience 'tfhich no amount of 
explanation or argument can make commun
icable to others unless the latter them
selves had it previously. If satori is 



amenable to analysis in the sense that by 
so doing it becomes perfectly clear to an
other who has neve~ ~ad it, that satori 
will be no satori. 9 

All authors have admitted this difficulty and have limited 

their discussions to the descriptions of the experience that 

have been offered by those who have attained satori. We 

shall do the same and try to give an insight into the rel

ationship that satori has to the 't'lhol.edof Zen. 

However, before proceding to the actual experience, 
othere is a phi~sophical background to satori that should be 

understood. Although Dr. Suzuki insists that Zen is totally 

non-philosophical, satori is base~.at least historically, 

on the doctrine of non-duality; even Dr. Suzuki himself must 

admit this, and he does: "If you have been in the habit of 

thinking logically according to the rules of dualism, rid 

yourself of it and you may come around somewhat to the view

point of Zen." 30 

lfTilliam Barrett, in his introduction to Dr. Suzuki's 

Zen Buddhism, gives a good account of Zen's view of the West's 

problem with duality. He explains that we inherit these dual

isms as a result of our logical systems. 

The great achievement of the Greeks was to 
define the ideal of rationality for man, 
but in doing so, Plato and Aristotle not 
only made reason the highest and most val
ued function, they also went so far as to 
make it the'very center of our personal
identity.31 
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 The same problem exists for anyone who oannot go beyond the 

bounds of logio and see into the self or the unity of things. 

This again explains the use of the illogioal Zen koan; the 

student must break away from the duality of reason and unrea~ 

son, intelleot and senses, morality and nature, right and 

wrong. He must come into the aw'areness of the self. 

What, then, is the Self? The Buddha re
mained silent when asked this question, 
but he taught that man will find out only 
when he no longer identifies himself with 
his person, when he no longer resists the 
external world from within his fortifica
tion, in fact, jihen he malee s an end of his 
hostill,:ty and his plundering expeditions 
against life. In contrast to this philo
sophy of isolation the Buddha proclaimed 
the unity of all living things and charged 
his followers to replace this hostility by
divine compassion ( karuna ).32 

This Zen teaching of the interdependence 
and oneness of all life • • • is • • • the 
realization that everything in the universe 
is constantly and oontinuously, freely and 
harmoniously interpenetrating, interconvert
ing itself with every other thing. It is 
the realization of the universe as the ex
pression of the eternal self-creating play 
of the Absolute. Thus experienced, the 
universe is seen to be one in time and one 
in s~ace, or, rather, to be timeless and 
spacele~s.33 

The non-duality of Zen is absolute, there fus only One 

and this One is the Self. "God is the devil and heaven is 
1

hell n is no faJ;.:acy in Zen beoause they are One. 34 This one

ness is so absolute that Zen cannot be accused ~f pantheism 

for the simple reason that in making this accusation, God 
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has been equated with the world in Zen there is no God and 

no world, there is simply One. It is the desire and goal of 

the Zen disciple ta experience this Oneness in satori. 

This experience is sought through the student's trying 

to see into his own nature and to see that he is the Buddha, 

he is the All, he is Oreation. The methods developed to aid 

him in hi.s struggle have already been discussed. He must break 

the back of the dualistic conception of the universe and this 

can only be done by personal experience. This personal exper

ience can be attained only by the student's ~truggle to get 

beyond his ego. For this reason the Zen masters have little 

patience with the study of others' writings, for they see that 

the student is trying to fill in gaps in his own experience 

with the experience of ~thers. "From the first Zen had prided 

itself on ~ being founded on any scripture." 35 

This feeling of Zen for authority comes up again and 

again in the writings on Zen. Alan W. Watts explains the 

rationale of Zen's point of vitew on doctrine and dogma. 

There are theologians and philosophers who 
show the greatest concern if anyone quest
ions their ideas about the universe, for 
they imagine that within those ideas they 
have at last enshrined ultimate truth, and 
that to lose those ideas would be to lose 
the truth. But because truth is alive it 
will not be bound by anything which shows 
no sign of life -- namely, a conception 
whose validity is held to depend partly on 
the fact that it is unchangeable. For once 
we imagine that we have grasped the truth 
of life, the truth has vanished, for truth 
cannot become anyone's property, the reason 
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being that truth is life, and for one per
son to think that he possesses all life is 
a manifest absurgity • The part cannot pos
sess the whole. 3 

Zen abhors repetition or imitation of any kind for it 

kills. It is for this reason that Zen never explains, it only 

affirms.> Zen believes that life is fact and that is all there 

is to it; to explain is to apologize and why should we apol

ogize for living. To live -- that is Zen in all its purity. 

Learning this can sometimes be a painful ordeal for the Zen 

trainee, as the following story illustrates. 

Gutei, a Zen master of the;hinth.t=JCentury, had a favor

ite response to any question: he would simply raise one of 

his fingers in the air. His boy attendant, in answering 

questions put to him about his master's teachings would imi

tate the master by raising his finger. The master learned of 

this one day called the boy in and cut off his finger. \f.hen 

the boy started to run away in pain, the master called him 

back. Gutei then lifted a finger; the boy lifted his finger 

and then realized it was not there. Then it daifiled on him. 

Copying is slavery. It is the spirit that is to be followed 

not the le~ter. The higher affirmations live in the spirit. 

But where is the spirit? It is to be found in your everyday 

experience. 37 

The Zen awakening of satori is not supposed to bring 

withdrawl from the world as the quietists would have it. 

Rather it encourages participation, hOlvever not the participa
• > 
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tion 0f the egocentric variety, for the ego has been overcome. 

The Zennist has fully inherited the Buddhist idea of thankful

ness for having been born a human. The Zen-man lvants only to 

become totally what he is -- the That Art Thou of the Hindus 

-- the Self. 

The experience of satori comes about after a number of 

years of long hard hours of zazen, lco9,n-study and sanzen ( vis

its with the roshi to discuss progress on a koan). But before 

any of this can take place, the student must ~ve complete 

faith the truth of Zen and in his roshi. He must have faith 

enough to leap in the dark, to let go his hold on his ego and 

to fall away from duality. It is like the koan of the man 

hanging from a cliff, having hold on a branch only with his 

teeth. Someone at the foot of the cliff asks him, "1rfhy did 

Bodhidharma come out of India into China? 11 If he answ·ers he 

will fall, but he must have the faith to answer. Only then 

will he ever be able to attain satori. 

As was stated earlier, the actual experience of satori 

defies definition. It is because of this inherent lack in 

the power of words that makes them second rate as far as Zen 

is concerned. The only true explanation of something is the 

experience of it; Zen has a distinct distrust of words even 

though the Zen masters seem to have good command over them. 

Zen is acutely aware of their limitations. 

With all they contribute, I"Tords have three 
limitations. At worst they build up a false 
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world in l'J"hich other people are reduced to 
stereotypes, and our actual feelings are 
camouflaged in honorific titles. Second, 
even when their discription of experience 
is in the main accurate, it is never ad
equate; they always dilute the intensity 
of immediate experience, even when they do 
not distort.it. Finally and most important, 
the highest modes of experienge transcend 
the reach of words entirely.3 

Thus it is difficult, to say the least, to try and describe 

the experience of satori. 

However, there are many such descriptions made avail

able to us by those who have attained satori. In order to 

give an idea of the variety of descriptions of satori, a few 

examples are quoted below. From these examples it can be seen 

that no two experiences of satori are ever exactly alike, 

though with each experience the student is One. 

Imakita Kosen, a Zen master of the Meiji era gives a 

fairly complete description of his experience: 

One night rThen I was engaged in zazen the 
boundary between before and after was sud
denly cut off. I entered the blessed realm 
of the exceedingly wonderful. I found my
self, as it were, on the ground of the 
Great Death, and no awareness of the being 
of all things and of the ego remained. I 
felt only how in my body a spirit-extended 
itself to ten thousand worlds, and an in
finite splendor of light arose. After a 
short while I breathed again. In a flash 
seeing and hearin'g, speech and motion, 11'ere 
different from every day. As I sought the 
supreme truth and the wonderful meaning of 
the universe, my own self lfas clear and 
things appea~ed bright. In the excess of 
delight I forgot that my hands were moving 
in the air and that my feet were dancing. j 9 
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Kao-feng, one of the masters in the latter part of the.) 

Sung dynasty gives this account: 

• • • the meaning of II who carries this 
lifeless corpse of yours?" burst upon me 
-- the question once given by my old mas
ter. I felt as if this boundless space 
itself were broken up into pieces, and 
the great earth were altogether levelled 
away. I forgot myself, I forgot the world, 
it vTas like one mirror reflecting another. 
I tried several koan in my mind and found 
them so transparently clear. I was no more 
deceived as to the wonderful WOrk!ng of 
Prajna ( Transcendental Wisdon ). 0 

After one has travelled a particular arduous path to 

satori, the joy is proportional to the struggle. T'ien-shan 

Ch'iung, after a long and difficult effort attained enlight

en:)ent. He relates his ecstatic joy: 

All the bonds that had hitherto bound my:, 
mind and body were dissolved at once, to
gether with every piece of my bones and 
their marrow. It was like seeing the sun 
suddenly bursting through the snow-laden 
clouds and brightly shining. As I could 
not contain myself, I jumped down at once 
from the seat and running to the master 
took hold of him exclaiming, "Now, what 
am I lacking?" 41 

FO-kuang, the founder of Engukuji temple and renowned 

as "the National Teacher," after describing his frustration 

in the zazen exercises relates in detail his sensation of 

satori: 

All of a sudden the sound of striking the 
board in front of the head-monk's room 
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reached my ear, Ivhich at once revealed to 
me the II original manl! [ one I sown nature] 
in full. There was then no' more of that 
vision which appeared at the closing of 
my eyes. Hastily I came down from the 
seat and ran out into the moonlit night and 
went up to the garden house called Ganki, 
where looking up to the sky I laughed loud
ly, ItOh, how great is the Dharmakayal Oh, 
how great and immense for evermorer" 

Thence my joy knew no bounds. I could not 
quietly sit in the Meditation Hall; I went 
about with no special purpose in the moun~ 
tains walking this way and that. I thought 
of the sun and the moon traversing in a day 
through a space 4,000,000,000 miles wide. 
liMy present abode is in China," I reflected 
then, "and they say the district of Yang is 
the center of the earth. If so, this place 
must be 2,000,000,000 miles array from where 
the sun rises; and how is it that as soon 
as it comes up, its rays lose no time in 
striking my face'?" I reflected again, uThe 
rays of my own eye must travel just as ~n~ 
stantaneously as those of the sun as it 
reaches the latter; my eyes, my mind, are 
they not the Dharmakaya itself'?u 

Thinking thus, I felt all the bounds snap
ped and broken to peices that had been ty
ing me for so many ages. How many number
less years had I been sitting in the hole 
of antsr Today even in every pore of my 
skin there lie all the Buddha-lands in the 
ten quarters! I thought within myself, 
"Even if I have no greater sator:1. 7. I am 
now all-sufficient unto myself. 1I 42 

Dr. Suzuki has listed eight characteristics of satori 

which would cover all these variations on the theme. But 

Suzuki is alvare of the problem of semantics and he makes no 

claim that he has exhausted the subject. The chief charac

teristics of satori include: irrationality, intuitive in

sight, authoritativeness, affirmation, a sense of the beyond, 



an impersonal tone, a feeling of exaltation and momentariness~3 

The qUestio~s to whether satori is sudden or gradual 

has been discussed briefly before. But it is valuable here 

to point out that the rift beti-reen the school of Hui-neng 

and that of Shen-hsiu was not as much the result of thts dis

pute as many writers would have it. For in The Platform 

Scripture Hui-neng writes, 

Good and learned friends, in method there 
is no distinction between sudden enlight
enment and gradual enlightenment. Among 
men, however, some are intelligent others 
are stupid. Those who are deluded under
stand gradually, while the enlightened a
chieve understanding suddenly. But when " 
they know their own minds, then they see 
their own nature, and there is no differ
ence in their enlightenment. Without 
enlightenment, they remain forever bound 
in transmigration. 44

Since it is probably correct to say that since intelligent 

students achieve satori more easily, there are more intelli

gent students who achieve satori than IIdeluded ll students. It 

is therefore only natural that the lightning-like satori 

should be thought the norm. However, just as there is only 

one Zen, there is only one satori; rapidity has nothing to 

do with its genuineness. 

There has been much discussion as to whether satori is 

a religious experience. It would seem that it could easily 

become one if the individual were a religious person ( again 

~"ie' re involved in semantics for who is to define "religious"? 
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In any case, 0bjectively it would be necessary to say that sa

tori of itself is a non-religious experience. Suzuki has 

changed his sense of the Itbeyond" to sense of the "Unconsciousu 

because he thought "beyond" vTas saying a little too much. By 

the ttUnconsciousness ll however, he does not mean to infer any 

psychological nuance. 45 Putting it objectively keeps every

body happy and does not contradict the purposes of Dom Aelred 

Graham and Enomiya-Lassalle in vlri ting their Zen Catholicism 

and Zen: Way to Enlightenment respectively. 



Conclusion 

In the pre ceding pages -,ore have explained, codified, 

defined, but in no place did we understand Zen. And this is 

as it should be, for Zen is not to be understood, it is to be 

1,1ved and experienced. 'rhis is exemplified by the arts and 

techniques in Zen know'n as "do. It There is the do of swords

manship and archery known as kendo, the art of self defense 

of judo (jiujitsu), the art of Zen painting, the arrangement 

of flowers. Anything and everything in a Zennist's life 

should take on the characteristics of a do. Through these 

media the student of Zen is able to live and express the still

ness, simplicity, and naturalness that his efforts for satori 

have gained for him. In this way he is kept constantly aware 

of the meaning of Zen the meaning of life. The life pat

tern of a Zen devotee should be a do in itself -- everything 

that he does shoula have its origin in the oneness that he 

has experienced or is striving for. 

Because of this fact -- that Zen has to be lived -

any westernization of Zen, if it is to be the genuine article, 

will take place only after a long struggle. Many of the west

ern Ivri ters on Zen feel that a movement of Zen to the West is 

desirable but not to be expected in the near future because 

of the wide chasm that exists between the two cultures. _But 

as was stated in the Introduction, this chasm is becoming 

smaller. However, that the East is adontin~ the0it seems _ 

ways of the West much more readily than the West is willing 



to accept the East, or perhaps is able to accept the East. 

For one can learn how to build automobiles much easier than 

he could learn to look at life with the eyes of the spirit. 

The exchange is much easier for the st because they 

have already climbed the spiritual ladder the switch to 

technology demands from them a step dOlnl. Whereas the West, 

except in a few rare cases of our great men who stand lias a 

beacon on a high mountain shining out in the hazy future," 

has not climbed this ladder at all. So for the West to achieve 

the he~ghts of the East .is no easy matt~r. 

However, great strides are being made. There is a 

tremendous interest in Zen due chiefly to the writings of D. 

T. Suzuki. Through his work many of the guides needed in an 

achievement;'Jof Zen are available to the vlest. Evidence of 

the increasing interest is the increasing number of Occidentals 

who have written on Zen, notably: Thomas Merton, Nancy Wilson 

Ross, Alan W. Watts, Philip Kapleau, Aelred Graham, C. G. Jung 

and many others~ 

It has been the purpose of the preceding pages to give 

an understanding of hOli Zen lives. IIf this has been achieved 

then the following poem can be said to sum it all. 

When one looks at it, one cannot see;:!it; 


When one listens for it, one cannot hear it; 


However, when one uses it, it is inexhaustible. 2 
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